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Communities of Practice (CoPs) have become a widely used method to enhance 
knowledge management, knowledge transfer, innovation and learning in large, complex 
organizations. Since first introduced by Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger in their 1991 
book, Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation, the concept has been 
widely discussed in the private, public and educational sectors. Much of the literature has 
focused on either the abstract, theoretical underpinnings or the structural elements of 
CoPs with little attention paid to the actual experience of individual participants in CoPs - 
in effect reflecting the perspectives of the architects and builders of a home but not the 
occupants. This Grounded Theory study uses a combination of both Situational and 
Dimensional Analysis to explicate the experience of the participants in a number of CoPs 
functioning in the British Columbia Public Service. The intent is to offer a deeper 
understanding of the internal dynamics within CoPs for those interested in facilitating 
successful CoPs. The British Columbia Public Service (BCPS) is a large, knowledge-
based organization delivering a wide variety of programs and services across a large, 
economically and culturally diverse, jurisdiction. The challenges faced by the BCPS are 
similar to those faced by other knowledge-based organizations. The use of CoPs is wide-
spread in the BCPS displaying a range of structure from highly formalized to relatively 
informal. This research, based on 21 unstructured interviews and supported by other 
documentation, presents a model that helps to clarify both the relationship between CoPs 
and other organizational sub-groups as well as capturing the dynamic, member-driven 
nature of CoPs. It is anticipated that individuals interested in CoPs will find this modeling 
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helpful in understanding how CoPs function from the perspective CoP participants. The 
dissertation also attempts to draw linkages to other pertinent theory related to group 
dynamics, human development, and learning that may support the understanding of how 





TABLE OF CONTENTS 
Acknowledgements i 
Abstract iii 
Table of Contents v 
Table of Figures viii 
 
Chapter I: Introduction 1 
Brief Introduction to Communities of Practice — An Overview of the Concept 3 
Evolution of the Concept through OD/Business and Education 6 
Experience with Communities of Practice in the Public Sector 8 
Situating the Researcher 11 
Purpose of this study 16 
Selecting the Research Methodology 17 
Choosing Amongst the Traditions 17 
Overview of the Chosen Method. 23 
Research Questions 28 
Overview of Remaining Chapters 29 
Chapter II: Literature Review 29 
Chapter III: Research Design 30 
Chapter IV: Findings. 30 
Chapter V: Conclusions 30 
Summary 31 
 
Chapter II: Review of the Literature 32 
Communities of Practice — An Overview of the Concept 34 
Communities of Practice as Described by Lave and Wenger 34 
The Concept as Further Developed by Wenger. 40 
The Spread of Communities of Practice and the Culture of Inquiry 45 
The Broad Literature and Culture of Inquiry 46 
The Culture of Inquiry 48 
The Public Sector and Communities of Practice 57 
The Public Sector 58 
Communities of Practice in the Public Sector 60 
Concluding Remarks 76 
Summary 80 
 
Chapter III: Methodology 81 
Selecting the Research Methodology 81 
Dimensional Analysis 84 
Situational Analysis 86 
Context of the Research Study 87 
The Method of the Study 90 
The Preparation 91 
The Sites. 93 
Data Collection Procedures 96 
v 
 
Entrée into the Sites 96 
Compliance with Human Research Policy 96 
Types of Data Collected 97 
Research Team 97 
Crafting the Interview Template 98 
Identifying the Initial Sample 99 
Theoretical Sampling 99 
Conducting the Interviews 102 
The Preliminary Analytic Processes 105 
Coding and Memoing 105 
Using Computer Software 106 
Situational Analysis and Dimensional Analysis 107 
Summary 113 
 
Chapter IV: Findings 114 
Introduction 114 
Transitioning through the Analysis to the Findings 115 
The Situational Analysis 118 
Social Arena Mapping 119 
The Six Key Elements Emerging from the Situational Analysis 122 
Growing Complexity 124 
Government Agenda 127 
Role and Culture of the Public Service 129 
Government Structure and Organization 133 
Organizational Focused Objectives and Outcomes 135 
Human Resource Requirements 138 
Summary of Situational Analysis Findings 141 
The Dimensional Analysis 144 
The Central Dimension — Fluxing. 145 
An Introduction to the Six Analytic Dimensions 147 
The Catalyzing Dimensions – the Inner Trio: 
          Partaking, Learning, and Interacting 148 
The Formalizing Dimensions — the Outer Trio: 
          Structuring, Resourcing, and Leveraging 149 
The Inner Trio or The Catalyzing Dimensions 150 
Partaking 151 
Conditions. 152 
Strategies and processes 155 
Results and consequences. 158 
Learning 159 
Conditions. 160 
Strategies and processes. 162 
Results and consequences. 164 
Interacting 166 
Conditions. 167 
Strategies and processes 169 
vi 
 
Results and consequences. 170 
Summary of Catalyzing Dimensions 171 
The Outer Trio: The Formalizing Dimensions 171 
Structuring 172 
Conditions. 172 
Strategies and processes. 174 
Results and consequences 178 
Resourcing 181 
Conditions. 181 
Strategies and processes. 184 
Results and consequences. 186 
Leveraging 187 
Conditions. 189 
Strategies and processes. 190 
Results and consequences. 191 
Summary of Formalizing Dimensions 193 
Summary of Dimensional Analysis 197 
Summary of the Findings 197 
 
Chapter V: Conclusions 200 
Introduction 200 
Broad Conclusions Drawn from Findings 201 
A Conceptual Model of CoPs 212 
Why Models? 212 
The Tried-and-True Approach 214 
A More Complex Model? 218 
Placing the Composite Model of a CoP within the Context 224 
Using the Composite Model to Reflect on the Research 226 
Limitations of this Research 232 
Thoughts for Future Research 235 
Summary Remarks 237 
 
Appendices 240 
Appendix A - Articles Related to CoPs and the Public Sector 241 
Appendix B - Informed Consent Form 246 
Appendix C - Matrix of Participants 248 
Appendix D - Friends Logging 252 










Table of Figures 
 
Figure 3.1 — Explanatory Matrix 111 
Figure 4.1 — Social Arenas Map of the Interviewees 119 
Figure 4.2 — The Situational Analysis Elements — 
                            Spiralling into the Dimensional Analysis 124 
Figure 4.3 — The Central Dimension and the Six Dimensions of the Analysis 148 
Figure 4.4 — Partaking Dimension 153 
Figure 4.5 — Learning Dimension 160 
Figure 4.6 — Interacting Dimension 167 
Figure 4.7 — Structuring Dimension 173 
Figure 4.8 — Resourcing Dimension 182 
Figure 4.9 — Leveraging Dimension 188 
Figure 5.1 — Relationship Amongst Various Organizational “sub-structures” 208 
Figure 5.2 — The Traditional Approach 215 
Figure 5.3 — The Inner Trio or Catalyzing Dimensions in Simple Form 220 
Figure 5.4 — The Inner Trio or Catalyzing Dimensions in “Fluxing” Form 221 
Figure 5.5 — The Outer Trio or Formalizing Dimensions in Simple Form 222 
Figure 5.6 — The Outer Trio or Formalizing Dimensions in Fluxing Form 223 
Figure 5.7 — The Composite Model of a CoP in Fluxing Form 224 
Figure 5.8 — The Composite Model of a CoP Situated in the “Context” 226 
 
1 
CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 
I would not give a fig for the simplicity this side of complexity, but I would give 
my life for the simplicity on the other side of complexity. – Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. 1 
 
Make everything as simple as possible, but not simpler. – Albert Einstein2  
In 1991 a slim manuscript with the rather obscure title Situated Learning: 
Legitimate Peripheral Participation introduced a new term to our lexicon — 
communities of practice. Surprisingly, the term wasn’t a core or central theme of the 
manuscript, but it is the concept that continues to resonate and has captured the 
imagination of academics, practitioners, and writers in a variety of disciplines. From this 
point of emergence, the term communities of practice has become a staple phrase in the 
fields of education and organizational development and has been adopted as a popular 
catch-phrase in the broad business press. In many ways it appears to have acquired the 
popular usage of other terms such as learning organization, thinking outside the box, 
leadership development, and 360 performance appraisals. 
Several areas of potential interest and inquiry arise from the pattern of emergence 
and the spread of communities of practice as a concept. What might explain the spread 
and popularity of the concept? What connection can be observed between the theoretical 
underpinnings of the concept and how it has been implemented in practice? What 
benefits have accrued to organizations based on the use of communities of practice? 
What has been the experience of participants in communities of practice, and how might 
this experience inform us as to how communities of practice function successfully? 
                                                 
1 A quote similar to one often attributed to Albert Einstein but is more accurately attributed to 
Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. – downloaded from http://www.bbc.co.uk/dna/getwriting/module5p . 
2 A quote commonly attributed to Einstein downloaded from 
http://www.brainyquote.com/words/si/simpler219815.html downloaded on November 29, 2007. 
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The specific focus of this dissertation will be on the last of these areas of     
inquiry — the experience of the participants. How do participants experience 
communities of practice, and how might this experience inform strategies to successfully 
implement and facilitate communities of practice? To date, the literature on communities 
of practice appears to focus on either the theoretical or functional aspects, with little 
direct reference to the experience of the participants. To position this proposed research 
within the broader research into communities of practice and to afford the reader a more 
complete understanding of the research, other potential areas of inquiry (e.g., the 
emergence of the concept and the potential benefits of CoPs) will also be explored, albeit 
at a cursory level. 
Two additional issues bear comment in this brief introduction. First, as already 
noted, while much has been written on communities of practice from either a theoretical 
or a functional perspective, the experience of participants appears to be relatively 
unexplored. Yet these un or underexplored experiences seems to be an important 
perspective — while the perspective of the architect and the contractor are important, 
isn’t the perspective of a home’s resident as important in assessing the liveability of the 
house? This dissertation, then, will also attempt to explore this apparent gap between 
theory and practice and create a bridge between the two existing foci. In effect, this 
research intends to explore the messy reality of the more subjective aspects of 
communities of practice by delving into the more ambiguous regions of the individuals’ 
experience. 
Second, the specific context or setting for this research is the public sector. There 
is much evidence that communities of practice have gained acceptance within the public 
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sector which, recognizing the sector’s reliance on knowledge workers and the complexity 
of issues addressed, is not surprising. While there is some literature related to 
communities of practice within the public sector, outside of the more specialized sub-
sectors of health and education, there appears to have been little empirical research 
undertaken. 
The balance of this introductory chapter will provide a brief overview of the 
concept and its spreading influence; situate the research and the researcher; clarify the 
purpose of this research; provide a short discussion of how the broad research 
methodology was chosen; and identify the research question to be addressed. The chapter 
will also offer a brief outline of the succeeding four chapters. 
Brief Introduction to Communities of Practice — An Overview of the Concept 
The concept of CoPs emerged from Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger’s work at the 
Institute for Research on Learning which was motivated by their desire “to rescue the 
idea of apprenticeship,” which they feared was becoming an overused, thus meaningless, 
phrase as applied to learning-problems. Their fear had arisen from their work studying 
tailor apprentices in Liberia (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 30). They contend that most 
learning theory, by focusing primarily on the acquisition of knowledge by individuals, 
ignores or significantly underplays the essential role of social participation in the learning 
process. For Lave and Wenger, learning is an act of social participation – not just of an 
individual engaging in specific activities but active participation in a social community 
and constructing an individual’s identity(ies) in relation to these communities.  
Their analysis led to a unique analytic framework for learning which they call 
“legitimate peripheral participation.” The framework outlines how an individual (perhaps 
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called an apprentice) begins their journey of learning by first being accepted as a 
“legitimate” member of a group devoted to a particular skill, occupation, or craft. The 
neophyte becomes engaged at the “periphery” of the group/profession/trade and, through 
their “participation,” begins to move from the periphery to “full participation” (e.g., 
journeyman or master status). 
Lave and Wenger (1991) acknowledge that their concept of legitimate peripheral 
participation is ambiguous, but argue that this very ambiguity increases its ability to 
provide “access to a nexus of relations otherwise not perceived as connected” (p 36): 
Thus, the concept of legitimate peripheral participation obtains its meaning, not in 
a concise definition of its boundaries, but in its multiple, theoretically generative 
interconnections with persons, activities, knowing, and world. (p. 121) 
 
Communities of Practice is the term Lave and Wenger (1991) coined to describe 
the context or field within which this analytic framework is found. By “community” they 
mean “participation in an activity system about which participants share understandings 
concerning what they are doing and what that means in their lives and for their 
communities” (p. 98). “Practice” refers to the concept of “social practice,” which 
“emphasizes the relational interdependency of agent and world, activity, meaning, 
cognition, learning, and knowing. …This view also claims that learning, thinking, and 
knowing are relations among people in activity in, with, and arising from the socially and 
culturally structured world” (p. 50). The contention is that “learning is not merely 
situated in practice …: learning is an integral part of generative social practice in the 
lived-in world” (p. 35). 
Since their joint publication in 1991, Wenger has actively pursued the explication 
of communities of practice, writing two further books and a number of articles and 
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manuscripts.3 Lave has continued to develop her contribution to cognition, situated 
learning, and practice but has not pursued developing the concept of communities of 
practice with Wenger’s ardour and focus. 
Wenger’s two books offer insight into how the concept of communities of 
practice has continued to evolve from its point of emergence. His second book, entitled 
Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning and Identity (1998), is based on his own 
research of the work and interactions of a group of claims processors in a major 
American insurance company and is a natural continuation of his collaborative work with 
Lave. Wenger offers a more thorough exploration of learning as social participation and, 
in particular, of communities of practice while downplaying “legitimate peripheral 
participation,” noting: 
The concepts of identity and community of practice were thus important to our 
argument, but they were not given the spotlight and were left largely unanalyzed. 
In this book I have given these concepts center stage, explored them in detail, and 
used them as the main entry points into a social theory of learning.” (p. 11) 
 
An article by Wenger, co-authored with William M. Snyder, appeared in the 
Harvard Business Review (January 2000) entitled “Communities of Practice: The 
Organizational Frontier” (Wenger & Snyder, 2000). The definition of communities of 
practice begins to tighten — “they are groups of people informally bound together by 
shared expertise and passion for joint enterprise” (p. 139) — and states that their output is 
knowledge (p. 140). Without citing evidence, the claim is made that CoPs have improved 
organizational performance across a diverse cross-section of organizations. The article 
also raises the “managerial paradox inherent in communities of practice” — while 
                                                 




managers can’t mandate successful CoPs, they can nurture successful CoPs through 
attentive cultivation (p. 140). 
Wenger’s third book, Cultivating Communities of Practice (2002), co-authored 
with Richard McDermott and William M. Snyder, picks up from the HBR article 
(Wenger & Snyder, 2000). The Preface notes that Wenger’s previous book was written 
for “academics” (p. x) and states this third book is “an important step in moving from 
theory to practice” (p. xi), although here they are talking more directly about 
“professional practice” rather than “social practice.” This re-focusing is evident in the 
increased discussion of knowledge and knowledge management and the value proposition 
communities of practice offer to organizations. Much less is said of learning or identity 
creation, and there is no mention of “legitimate peripheral participation.” While glimpses 
of the rich theory foundation covered in the earlier books are present in the introductory 
chapters, most of it has been shifted into the endnotes. What appears to be evident in one 
of the co-creator’s own work is the gradual separation of the functional aspects of CoPs 
from the concept’s rich theoretical base. The concept, although not yet fully explicated, is 
being packaged or marketed. 
Evolution of the Concept through OD/Business and Education 
Other writers have picked up on Lave and Wenger’s (1991) original concepts, and 
the extent to which the concept has spread into various disciplines and fields of practice 
across the western world is remarkable. In broad terms, the literature can be categorized 
as either relating to the education sector (largely K-12 school-based programs but also the 
training of teachers and educational administrators) or organizational development and 
learning. For the purposes of this dissertation, the focus is on the latter category though 
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some of the former does translate well to the study of organizations. The principal reason 
for this inclination toward the organizational development literature is related to the 
dissertation’s focus on the participants’ experience in organizationally based CoPs — it is 
a focus on adults working within complex organizations. 
As might be expected with a new concept that is being adopted within a number 
of disciplines and cultures of scholarship, various terms used to describe CoPs appear to 
have taken on a variety of definitions. This has amplified the fuzziness or lack of clarity 
about what CoPs are understood to be or to what purpose the concept may be applied. 
Equally, there appears little attempt to position the new concept of communities of 
practice within the broader context of the disciplines in which it has been adopted. For 
example, there appears little exploration of how the concepts of self-directed learning and 
situated learning relate to each other, or how mentoring, and what we know about the 
practice of mentoring, may relate to or inform our understanding of how communities of 
practice work. 
A significant portion of the literature related to CoPs has been either highly 
abstract and theoretical or very focused on the tools, techniques, and processes for 
creating/facilitating a CoP. To date, the empirical research has been sparse and, to a large 
extent, has focused on the more objective aspects of CoPs, such as the adoption of 
innovation, transfer of tangible skills and knowledge, and the use of information 
technology.4 There has been much less exploration of the more subjective aspects of 
CoPs, such as the acquisition of knowledge by the individual participants, the nature of 
individual learning/development/growth that may take place, identity formation, and the 
                                                 
4 For an overview of these perspectives, see articles by Easterby-Smith (1997) and Handley, 
Sturdy, Finchham, & Clark (2006). 
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role of language/culture development within the CoP. More particularly, little has been 
done to examine the dynamics between and amongst the objective and subjective aspects 
of CoPs in a manner which suggests a substantive theory of how CoPs actually function.5 
While there has been much written and debated at both theoretical level in regards 
to facilitating CoPs, the question remains what do we know, empirically, about the 
concept of how and why CoPs work or don’t work? In essence, the practitioner now 
seems well served by a variety of explications of both the theory and the practice, but 
there appears little that connects these two perspectives or grounding in the lived 
experience of the participants. Accepting that communities of practice is a relatively 
“young” concept. The question of how and why CoPs work needs to be addressed if it is 
to afford real insights into how individuals learn and how organizations can best employ 
the concept. To address these questions, the concept needs to be studied in situ using 
credible research methods. 
Experience with Communities of Practice in the Public Sector 
While much of the literature suggests that communities of practice have been 
widely employed in the private sector, there is ample evidence that the public sector has 
also made extensive use of the concept. A scan of the literature quickly identified over a 
dozen journal articles specifically discussing the use or potential use of communities of 
practice within the public sector. This is in addition to the numerous articles anchored in 
the education and health sectors, which might also be considered part of the broader 
                                                 
5 The notion of objective and subjective used in this context is derived from Ken Wilber’s integral 
model – see Wilber (2000, 2003-2004) and Reynolds (2004). 
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public sector.6 Similarly, it is a term that smoothly finds its way into conversations 
amongst public servants at various levels, suggesting a familiarity with the broader 
concept. 
In Canada the broader public sector has clearly embraced the concept of CoPs 
with an enthusiasm comparable to other sectors. At the federal government level recent 
publications by the Canada School for Public Administration contain references to 
communities of practice and a link to a small booklet Tools for Leadership and Learning 
(2002), found on the National Managers’ website (http://www.managers-
gestionnaires.gc.ca/menu_e.shtml), that provides a practical implementation strategy for 
creating communities of practice. This publication has been widely distributed, and its 
author Bob Chartier has become a much sought speaker/participant at various public 
sector events.7 At the provincial level the concept has also resonated. In British Columbia 
a number of communities of practice have been formed, which are the focus of this 
research, and in other provinces the concept has also been embraced both under the title 
community of practice and, in some cases, related terms such as policy/program networks 
or circles.8 
There is an extensive body of literature that distinguishes between the public and 
private sectors in order to explicate how various theories of organization, leadership, and 
sustainability may apply in each. It is anticipated that along a number of variables, the 
                                                 
6 The author appreciates that in the USA “health” may not be considered to be directly in the 
public sector, but in most of the jurisdictions from which this literature emerges (Britain, Canada, 
and Australia), health is considered to be part of the broader public sector. 
7 The author has participated on one project with Mr. Chartier and has engaged in a number of 
conversations with him in developing this dissertation. 
8 This information has been gathered through direct conversations with colleagues working or 
who have worked in other provincial public services. 
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experience with CoPs will be similar in both the private and public sectors —  for 
example, each is confronted with geographic challenges, a reliance on knowledge 
workers,” a premium on adapting to rapidly changing conditions/situation; and an 
increasing focus on accountability and program evaluation.9 There are a few variables 
which are increasingly affecting the public sector which may or may not have a similar 
affect in the private sector. Over the past decade or more, government organizations have 
purposefully outsourced various “back-office” functions, either in whole or in part, to 
private sector companies. In effect the public sector has increasingly become dependent 
on contract staff from outside the public sector who may or may not share (or understand) 
the culture of public sector organizations, making it more difficult to draw clear 
boundaries around public sector organizations. Similarly, the growing complexity of 
policy issues being addressed has rendered the more traditional “silo” approach to policy 
development increasingly counter-productive, placing a higher priority on cross-
ministry/department engagements (or encouraging what is sometimes referred to as 
“matrix management” or “horizontal management”). This same growing complexity of 
policy issues, coupled with greater inter-jurisdictional trade and mobility of people, 
goods, services, and information, also increases the importance of cross-
organizational/jurisdictional engagement. The combined effect of these various trends 
and developments is the growing complexity of how public sector organizations work 
and are structured. No longer is it sufficient to draw neat boxes with connecting lines to 
depict a public sector organization, as such clear boundaries simply don’t exist. There are 
at least two variables on which a distinct difference can be identified between the public 
                                                 
9 The intent of this dissertation is not to examine the evolution of the public sector or to draw 
detailed comparisons between the public and private sectors.  
 
11 
and private sectors: a) unlike the private sector, for the public sector there is no primary 
indicator of success, such as profit, and most indicators are subjective or qualitative and 
open to interpretation; b) policy/program implementation is driven by an election cycle 
that mitigates against the development/implementation timeframes often attributed to 
private sector organizations. 
Situating the proposed research within this public sector context will be a 
distinguishing aspect of the study. The similarities, yet differences, between private and 
public sector organizations will require careful consideration. The highly matrixed and 
complex organizational structure, coupled with the layered decision-making structures of 
the public sector, will require a carefully crafted research strategy. 
Situating the Researcher 
Students enter doctoral programs for a variety of reasons and with a myriad of 
experiences, all of which shape how the student understands the world and interprets 
information, stimuli and experiences. Consciously or unconsciously, they all may find 
expression in the student’s research and, perhaps, nowhere more clearly than in the 
student’s dissertation. Exposing the path that has lead to a dissertation – or situating the 
researcher in their research – attempts to achieve two significant objectives. First, it 
provides the student researcher a clear expression of how they have been shaped as a 
person, what may influence their approach to their research, and importantly, what will 
shape the questions they ask, the data they find, and the interpretations they generate. 
Second, it affords the reader an insight into these same questions and thus allows them to 
better judge the quality of the research presented. 
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I entered this PhD program as a mature student some 25 years after finishing my 
earlier academic work and with an established professional career. My early academic 
work included both an eclectic undergraduate degree as well as a Master’s degree in 
Political Science. I recall being curious and resisting any attempt to be confined to a 
single discipline. I came to my early university work in 1970 with a clear positivist bias 
that is likely typical of my generation and at a time when post-positivist, let alone post-
modern thought, was just beginning to emerge within the Academy in North America. 
Most of my professional life has been spent as a senior manager within the BC 
Public Service, where I have been involved in a broad array of policy areas. Much of my 
professional work has entailed working with individuals from various political, 
professional, and educational backgrounds to develop policies and programs. Over my 
career I have witnessed numerous waves of new ideas wash across the public service, 
including zero-based budgeting, planning, programming and budget systems, managing 
by walking around, business process re-engineering, and delayering,10 to name just a few. 
Each new wave proceeded through a life cycle that became predictable: the infection — 
the concept would be picked up by a few individuals and rapidly spread throughout the 
public service; the epidemic becomes endemic — the idea becomes the established way 
of doing business, with workshops provided and decision-making processes realigned to 
reflect the idea and organizational antibodies take hold — sooner or later each idea fades 
as a preferred manner of operation in preparation of yet another new idea to enter the 
infection stage. With each new idea comes new hope that better decisions will be made 
                                                 
10 This refers to the practice of removing layers of management within hierarchical organizations, 
resulting in shortening the number of links in the “decision chain,” thus theoretically shortening 
the length of time required to respond to an issue and/or ensuring that the decision is more 
directly relevant to the context at the “front line.” 
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and better policy created — yet each fades, with much of the perceived potential yet 
unrealized. It became possible to identify when a person entered the public service by 
which new ideas they referenced. 
This predictable cycle had intrigued me for many years, and I have clearly 
developed my own opinions (or theories) as to why the cycle continued. My sense is that 
as the concepts begin to gain traction, there is an increased desire to implement them in 
organizations. The implementation is typically driven by a highly pragmatic need to 
generate results quickly. One of the early victims in this drive to implementation is 
spending the time needed to understand and translate the underlying theoretical 
foundation of the concept into the “new host organization” situation.11 To borrow from 
both Argyris (1991) and  Argyris and Schon (1996) as well as Torbert (2004), the drive to 
implementation seems to move the practitioner directly to single-loop thinking when both 
double- and triple-loop thinking might be in order as a starting point. There is no 
perceived gap between theory in practice and espoused theory, because there is no overt 
attempt to identify the espoused theory. In essence, the organization has purchased a new 
tool without truly understanding how the tool is best used and for what purpose — 
regardless of the benefits that may be perceived to be derived, it is inevitable that the 
potential new tool is woefully under implemented, if not actually generating negative 
effects. Similarly, I believe that most practitioners approach their work without a 
conscious theory of how individuals develop or learn — they have no articulated theory 
how human beings operate or engage with others. Many of us, particularly in the western 
                                                 
11 I discuss this in the an earlier learning product for the PhD program – see Shoop (2004) if you 
are interested in this issue. 
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tradition, have an embedded theory of economic or rational man, but this is seldom 
explicitly considered as we approach our practice. 
The potential outcome of this disconnect between theory and practice is perhaps 
best captured in a comment I heard early in my career: “We never have time to do it 
right, but we always have time to do it again.” Looking back over my career, I wonder 
just how much time, energy, and resources were ill-used due to this lack of reflection and 
willingness to think clearly before taking action. 
Shortly before beginning the doctoral program, I had my first exposure to the term 
“communities of practice.” I had become involved in a project intended to provide 
amateur sport organizations with tools to manage their activities and programs using the 
latest technology. One of the tools adopted was an online or virtual community of 
practice program that had been designed for small organizations with limited technical 
expertise or resources. My engagement with this project allowed me the opportunity to 
both come to appreciate what a community of practice could be and how the use of a 
virtual community of practice could aid organizations. I continue to be actively engaged 
with this project today,12 and the organization which has been created is maturing into a 
sustainable entity serving the amateur sport sector, the broader not-for-profit sector, and 
some academic organizations. Observing how various clients adopt and adapt these tools 
to meet their individual organizations needs at a pace acceptable to them has reinforced 
my sense that there is something more going on than what the more instrumental 
descriptions of CoPs might embrace. 
                                                 
12 I am the Chair of SportWeb Canada www.sportweb.ca. 
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I came to the PhD program with a curiosity about how organizations functioned 
and how they could be encouraged to function more effectively. I believed, and continue 
to believe, that an organization’s effectiveness is a reflection of the growth and 
development of its members and the relationships that exist between and amongst its 
members. I also came with a desire to make sense of my experiences working in large 
complex organizations and, particularly, of my experience with the “new idea cycle.” As 
I began the PhD program, I consciously tried to avoid focusing on any particular question 
or issue, wanting rather to immerse myself in my studies and anticipating that as I 
approached the time to undertake my dissertation, a question would emerge. 
Interestingly, I also entered the program with a sense that I wished to move my focus 
beyond my experience in the public sector. 
Participating in the PhD program has had at least three significant effects on me 
that are germane to my dissertation. First, it has reshaped how I understand experiences 
and appreciate meaning-making. I have been introduced to constructivist ways of 
knowing, which I find attractive for exploring and understanding complex social 
relationships. At the same time, I have not fully cast aside my belief that post-positivist 
ways of knowing can also provide legitimate insights into how organizations function. 
Second, the multi-disciplinary structure of the program has encouraged me to develop an 
integrated or integral approach to my interest in organizations. Third, through the 
program I have rekindled my passion for the public service and have recognized that my 
greatest contribution is likely to be in focusing my research from whence my own 




Purpose of this study 
The purpose of this dissertation is twofold: to explore the apparent gap in the 
current literature, thus providing a bridge between the two existing foci; and to provide 
an opportunity to integrate or consolidate my own learning based on my professional 
experience. 
The primary purpose of this study is to address the apparent gap in the literature 
— the how and why communities of practice work at the participants level. The more 
specific purpose of this study is to examine the experience of individuals participating in 
recognized communities of practice (CoPs), to generate an understanding or theory of 
how CoPs function. As has been noted, communities of practice, as a concept, were 
identified about 15 years ago and, over the past decade, have emerged as a principal 
means for enabling learning, knowledge management, adoption of innovation and other 
perceived benefits within large complex organizations and professions. The concept, as it 
has evolved, contains a number of seemingly contradictory premises (i.e., the 
organization will reap benefits but attempts to manage or direct a CoP will limit its 
success) which has promoted broad interpretation and implementation. It can be easy to 
feel overwhelmed with the ambiguity and potential complexity of the concept resulting in 
a desire to step back from fully engaging the potential complexity, yet it is the simplicity 
on the other side of complexity that holds the greatest promise. 
To borrow a metaphor, the ultimate intent of this dissertation is to create a map of 
the territory that will help practitioners interested in implementing or facilitating CoPs 
navigate the various challenges inherent in the theory and the practice. In essence, it is an 
attempt to provide the practitioner with an understanding of CoPs that retains an 
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accessible, yet pragmatic, connection between the theoretical underpinnings and the 
actual practice of communities of practice. Or stated slightly differently, it exposes the 
complexity of the concept in a manner that encourages the practitioner to explore further. 
Clearly, this primary purpose needs to be focused in order to frame an achievable 
dissertation topic. The breadth of expression of communities of practice that can be found 
makes it untenable to explore the experience of individuals across all types and forms of 
communities of practice within the confines of a single dissertation. To frame a workable 
research project, the purpose of this dissertation will be narrowed to focus on the 
experience of individuals working in the public service and, more specifically, within the 
British Columbia Public Service. This focus also has the advantage of building on my 
professional experience and potentially affording me the opportunity to contribute back 
to a field that has been such a significant and enriching part of my life. It is also an area 
for which I have the clear access to research subjects, thus significantly increasing the 
likely success of the research. 
Selecting the Research Methodology 
Choosing Amongst the Traditions  
As the preliminary work for this dissertation began to come together, it was 
unclear which of the broad research traditions would be best suited. At varying points all 
three approaches (qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods) were actively considered 
— each offered different opportunities and challenges in moving forward with the 
research. The context in which the research will be conducted — the public sector — and 
the emergent nature of communities of practice heightens the importance of ensuring a 
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strong methodological fit between the research strategy chosen and stated purpose of the 
proposed research. 
Prior to arriving at a clear decision on methodology, the researcher first had to 
achieve a comfort with qualitative methods to enable making a considered decision. As 
noted earlier, the researcher entered the PhD program with a clear, though perhaps 
unconscious, bias towards a positivist epistemology — would qualitative methods 
provide a comfortable fit? This question became an important aspect of my preparation 
for this dissertation, which included an immersion in the epistemological debates of the 
past 100-150 years. A very brief synopsis of this debate and the researcher’s learning 
trajectory would be appropriate at this juncture. 
The various research methodologies available to researchers emerge from the 
evolving philosophic debate related to epistemology or how knowledge claims of the past 
several centuries can be justified. Through this debate it is possible to draw a clear 
connection between the current day, the emergence of the Renaissance or Enlightenment 
Period, and further back (in the context of Western thought) to the Greek philosophers. 
The intent here is not to provide an exhaustive or even detailed recount of this debate but 
to touch briefly on the major shifts from the mid-1800s through to the mid-1900s. There 
are numerous books available that provide a more complete chronology of this debate, 
including Denzin and Lincoln (2002a), Patton (2002), and Polkinghorne (1983),  as well 
as a shorter overview in Fielding (2005), all of which are the principal sources on which 
this short piece has been drawn. 
Over the past several decades qualitative methods have gained broad acceptance 
in the Academy as a means of exploring the human activity, both as individuals and in 
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groups. The difficulty in plumbing the subjective aspects of individual development and 
group interaction with quantitative or positivist approaches is now well understood 
(Patton, 2002; Polkinghorne, 2004), and the importance of moving beyond a purely 
positivist perspective is also recognized in the area of organizational development (Vaill, 
1985). Based on this deeper appreciation of epistemological perspectives, it became 
apparent that both the positivist and constructivist approaches could be pursued. 
At this point the issue of methodological fit crystallized: which broad tradition 
held the most promise for the proposed research. Ultimately, the decision emerged from 
two directions: the review of the existing culture of inquiry related to communities of 
practice, and the fundamental issue or question that intrigued or motivated the researcher. 
The quantitative approach was attractive from both the relative clarity available in 
the design of quantitative studies and the broad acceptance of quantitative research —
beyond the Academy, in general, and within the senior levels of both the public and 
private sectors, specifically. A qualitative approach, however, resonated more with the 
types of questions and issues that motivated the research — what is happening and what 
explains what appears to be happening within CoPs. The motivation for the research 
truthfully emerges from a curiosity about how humans learn, develop, and function, both 
individually and collectively. 
Similarly, the review of the culture of inquiry surrounding communities of 
practice also tipped the balance towards a qualitative approach. The literature related to 
CoPs, which will be reviewed in the next chapter, suggests four broad conclusions that 
bear on this point: 
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1. while there has been much interest and writing about communities of practice, 
the concept is still very much in the early stages of development and 
explication; terms are used without clear definitions and often studies arrive at 
potentially contradictory results; 
2. there is no discernible culture of inquiry yet to emerge. While case studies 
appear the most common form of research design, there is a clear sense that 
researchers are still trying to detect the bounds of the concept; 
3. there is both implicit and explicit “borrowing” from other disciplines and 
fields yet little attempt to provide a framework for how the linkages across 
and amongst these various disciplines exist; and 
4. consistent across the literature is a recognition that, regardless of the “ends” to 
which a CoP has been applied — for example, knowledge management, 
adoption of innovative practice, staff development – success of a CoP is 
dependent of relationships between and amongst members, shared language 
and meaning, identity formation, and other subjective aspects of human 
development and activity. 
At this stage in the emergence of our understanding of CoPs, and based upon the 
foregoing analysis, it appears that qualitative research methods offer the best opportunity 
for extending our knowledgebase.  
Late in this heuristic journey of selecting a research method, an article appeared in 
the Academy of Management Review (Edmondson  & McManus, 2007) that helped 
confirm the decision to engage in qualitative method. Edmondson and McManus’s article 
is expressly intended to help researchers identify the methodology that best fits the 
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particular area of research. They identify a continuum with three levels of theoretical 
maturity of research areas — mature, intermediate, and nascent — with particular 
methodologies being more or less suited to each level of maturity. Areas reflecting 
“mature theory” are those in which “well-developed constructs and models that have 
been studied over time with increasing precision by a variety of scholars, resulting in a 
body of work consisting of points of broad agreement that represent cumulative 
knowledge gained” (p. 1158). Areas reflecting “nascent theory” tend to reflect emerging 
ideas/concepts that “have attracted little research or formal theorizing” (p. 1161) and are 
dominated by “tentative answers to novel questions of how and why, often merely 
suggesting new connections among phenomena” (p. 1158). The former areas are 
particularly conducive to quantitative methods, confirming or extending existing theory, 
while the later is most conducive for qualitative methods, inducting theory, developing 
insight into the phenomena, or inviting further research. 
The matrix for determining “methodological fit for field research” presented by 
the authors (Edmondson & McManus, 2007) is important to this research for two reasons. 
First, it supports the decision to utilize a qualitative research method. Second, it indicates 
that qualitative methods are beginning to attain legitimacy in the fields of management 
and organizational development. 
Alighting within the qualitative range of research methods is just the first step 
towards deciding on a design. The qualitative researcher has many options from which to 
choose.13 Each of these approaches or traditions has its roots in an academic discipline 
                                                 
13 Cresswell describes five traditions which may be pursued Cresswell, J. W. (1998). Morse 
discusses three broad approaches to qualitative research Morse, L. R. (2002) in her primer on 
qualitative research, and Marshall identifies six typologies Marshall, C. (1999). 
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which offers its own unique perspective and vocabulary to the various approaches which 
in turn tend to reflect the dominant ontology and epistemology of the discipline. In the 
past few years there has been a growing perception, on the part of some qualitative 
methods theorists, that it is time to move past the debates on which qualitative method is 
the purist expression of a preferred epistemology and, borrowing from the quantitative 
domain, acknowledge they all have their appropriate application — it is the question 
being asked by the researcher that should determine the specific approach adopted 
(Patton, 2002; Polkinghorne, 2004, 2006). 
Patton (2002) offers a very accessible overview of the qualitative approaches, 
identifying 16 unique varieties, some with a number of “sub-varieties.” By organizing the 
overview based on the “question” being addressed and by identifying the disciplinary 
roots of each approach (see overview chart, p. 132) Patton’s work also encourages the 
researcher to look beyond the potentially narrowing confines of their discipline. He 
challenges them to first clarify the bases of their curiosity or passion as expressed in the 
research question.14 Patton does not, however, provide enough detail on any of the 
approaches to be considered adequate as a researcher’s only source for developing a 
study. 
Using Patton’s (2002) matrix of qualitative approaches, it appears the question 
associated with Grounded Theory (GT) comes closest to the original intent of the article 
at hand. (What theory emerges from the systematic comparative analysis and is grounded 
in fieldwork so as to explain what has been and is observed? — Patton, p. 133). The 
                                                 
14 Patton (2002) shares a very engaging exchange of letters, between himself and a graduate 
student seeking his advice (direction) on the most appropriate qualitative research method, in the 
early pages of Chapter III that underscores this point (p. 77). 
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original study intends to capture both the what and the why” related to the spread of 
innovations to better appreciate the types of interventions or strategies that might 
facilitate the adoption of innovations. At the same time, the type of rigour and structure 
associated with GT research should resonate with a management school, yet its roots in 
symbolic interactionism should help explicate the latent phenomena that the authors 
referenced. 
Overview of the Chosen Method. 
 While the proposed research will be conducted using a Grounded Theory 
approach, the classic GT method will be augmented with the use of both Dimensional 
Analysis (DA) and Situational Analysis (SA). While clearly built upon and compatible 
with classic GT, these two additional approaches provide powerful analytic techniques 
that will aid in the proposed research. Both DA and SA are relatively new approaches, 
and particularly in the case of DA, neither have attracted the same attention as either 
Glaser’s and Strauss’s versions of GT (1967). It is also very rare for these two additional 
approaches to be used together in a single research project. The following section will 
provide an overview of the three approaches, highlighting their similarities and 
differences. 
At the outset, it should be acknowledged that GT has evolved through a variety of 
forms and epistemological stances. In its original expression by Glaser and Strauss, in 
Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for Qualitative Research (1967), GT is 
perceived as reflecting a positivist or perhaps post-positivist stance while later variations 
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have cast the method in both a constructivist and post-modern stance.15 Rather than 
deductively “testing” a hypothesis, the approach focuses on inductively “generating 
theory” so while GT may not have the cache of “statistics,” it leads towards a theory with 
which to develop interventions. There is likely a greater chance to attract the business 
world to “embrace” GT than some of the other more qualitative approaches.  
While Discovery of Grounded Theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) has remained a 
key touchstone in the study of qualitative methods, at the same time GT has been 
expanded, evolved, and reified by its two original creators and their students. GT 
techniques have been adapted by proponents of other qualitative methods, often while the 
basic GT approach has been castigated as being positivist. The work of two researchers, 
who have extended the basic GT approach, has informed this dissertation — Leonard 
Schatzman (1991) and Adele Clarke (2005b).16 Both of these writers are associated with 
the GT community that arose at the University of California, San Francisco during the 
1970s and 80s. Schatzman is (was) a contemporary and colleague of both Glaser and 
Strauss, co-authoring a book with Strauss (Schatzman & Strauss, 1973) as well as a 
teacher/mentor to Clarke. Clarke, along with a number of other students who studied with 
Glaser and Strauss during those years, have gone on to be a well-known academic in their 
own right. 
Schatzman’s (1991) contribution to GT is his concept of Dimensional Analysis 
which provides researchers a framework to aid in the analytic phase of the GT process. 
                                                 
15 See Shoop Shoop, M. C. (2007). Evolution of Grounded Theory - Or is it? Individual Learning 
Area B - Methods Learning Product, Antioch University, PhD in Leadership and Change: 48, if 
you are interested in this debate. 
16 The work of a third researcher, Kathy Charmaz and her Constructing Grounded Theory (2006), 
was also influential in this process. 
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Schatzman came to this approach through working with numerous graduate students, 
many of whom had difficulty moving from the preliminary coding phase of GT to the 
actual explication of a theory. His conclusion was that Strauss (1987. 1990) was teaching 
GT from an implicit paradigm rather than being explicit, which was the root cause of the 
students’ confusion. Additionally, he observed that Strauss appeared to use terms 
associated with the analytic process of GT (such as dimension, property, context, 
condition, and consequence) without formal definition, thus leaving many students 
confused. Schatzman perceived that much of the confusion could be abated if the 
paradigm and definitions were explicated in a more structured form or matrix, which 
could then used as the centre-piece of the analysis. The core of DA is the identification of 
the “perspective” from which the analysis is pursued and then moving to discern the 
context(s), condition(s), process(es), and consequence(s) — shifting the perspective 
changes the understanding of the other components of the matrix and using more than 
one dimension potentially deepens and enriches the analysis. 
Schatzman (1991) is careful to neither claim his approach as being GT nor to 
distinguish his approach definitively from GT.  He does, however, move the fundamental 
question from “what explains what is happening”(Patton, 2002) to a more catholic “what 
all is going on here?”17 (Schatzman, 1991, p. 310). By noting that an explanation “tells a 
story about relationships amongst” things (p. 308), drawing linkages to natural analysis 
and acknowledging situational construction, Schatzman appears to be moving GT past its 
perceived positivist roots and laying the foundations for the work of others, such as 
                                                 
17 This question of Schatzman’s is remarkably similar to the question that F.J. 
Roethlisberger, the noted pioneer in the field of Organizational Behaviour, is said to have 
frequently invoked — “What is going on here? — as recounted by Peter Vaill (2007). 
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Charmaz (1983, 1995, 2000, 2006) and Clarke (2005b). Unfortunately, Schatzman has 
not been a prolific writer, and there is only one document18 from his own pen in the 
public domain from which to examine how his DA may be distinguished from GT on 
epistemological grounds. Much of the explication of DA has been left to Schatzman and 
Strauss’s students,19 including both Charmaz and Clarke. In Chapter III a more detailed 
outline of DA will be provided, as it bears on this research and will be based largely on 
the work of Schatzman’s students. 
Clarke’s (2005b) work Situational Analysis continues to move GT around the 
“post-modern curve.” In her own words, “My goal is to revise and regenerate the 
grounded theory method toward new approaches to grounded theorizing that take 
postmodern turns in social theory and qualitative research more fully into account” (p. 
xxxiii). While relying on the basic tenants of GT in regard to data sources, sampling 
technique, and the use of the constant comparative method of analysis, Clarke adds new 
approaches to the analytic process based on a cartographic metaphor — situational maps, 
social worlds/arenas maps, and positional maps which extend Strauss’s concept of social 
world/arenas/negotiations frameworks (Clarke, 2003, 2005b).20 In her own words, these 
new analytic tools “allow researchers to draw together studies of discourse and agency, 
action and structure, image, text and context, history and the present moment — to 
analyze complex situations of inquiry” (2005b, p. 354) and enable “a kind of ‘social 
inversion’ in making the usually invisible and inchoate social features of a situation more 
                                                 
18 See Schatzman, 1991.  
19 See Bowers (1988), Caron and Bowers (2000), and Kools, McCarthy, Durham and Robrecht 
(1996), in addition to Charmaz (1995, 2000, 2006) and Clarke (2003, 2005a, 2005b). 
20 This article offers a brief overview of Clarke’s adaptation of GT, with her book published in 
2005b (see bibliography) offering a more complete description. 
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visible,” thus enabling “us to better grasp the complexities of social life even if ultimately 
we ‘cannot pin them down’” (2005b, p. 572). 
There are several features ascribed to Situational Analysis (SA) that distinguish it 
from traditional GT and which enhance its appropriateness for this study. First, it 
encourages the researcher to undertake an extensive literature review at the 
commencement of the project, while traditional GT suggests the data collection and 
analysis should be undertaken prior to a detailed literature review. Without engaging in a 
discussion of the ontological and epistemological merits of these two positions, it is 
difficult to ignore the fact that a detailed literature review has been completed. Second, 
the use of maps to capture all of the human and non-human elements of a situation 
provides a graphic, easily accessible way of displaying the various elements and 
relationships. Being in a symbolic form, it should be easier to “translate” across the 
linguistic barriers of the various disciplines, education backgrounds, and policy areas that 
will be encountered in this study. The use of maps is also consistent with the stated 
purpose of this study to help practitioners successfully navigate the terrain of CoPs. 
Third, SA emphasizes the differences amongst the elements rather than the 
commonalities, which Clarke (2005b) argues helps the researcher examine variations and 
complexity — two conditions likely key to this study. Fourth, SA is said to perform 
“social inversion,” which makes “the usually invisible and inchoate social features of a 
situation more visible” (p. 572). Making the invisible visible also fits well with the stated 
purpose of aiding practitioners to navigate the successful implementation and operation 
of a CoP. These features of SA will provide an accessible explication of the complexity 




The expression of a cogent research question and the adoption of a particular 
research methodology are both key to successfully executing a dissertation. Each research 
method is particularly suited to a limited variety of research questions, so the researcher 
needs to have a broad appreciation of methods to ensure a workable match. While there is 
an obvious dynamic between the question and a preferred research method, in the final 
analysis it is the question that determines the method required.  
The purpose of this dissertation, to examine the experience of participants in 
communities of practice, positions the research within the qualitative research domain. 
More specifically, the intent is to express a theory that best explains the activity observed 
which narrows the method to Grounded Theory.21 Recent extensions to GT methodology 
have added constructivist and post-modern sensitivities to classic GT methodology, 
which will be used in this dissertation. Specifically, the use of Situational Analysis will 
provide an “internal out” perspective while Dimensional Analysis will provide an 
“external in” perspective.22 
The research questions are: 
RQ1: What are the social, political, and economic forces that shape 
the communities of practice situated in the provincial government of 
British Columbia and that influence the discourse that emerges from these 
communities of practice? 
                                                 
21 See Patton (2002), page 125. 





RQ2: What is the experience of participants with varying 
backgrounds and attachments in communities of practice within a complex 
public service? 
Consistent with GT methodology, data will be collected in a variety of manners, 
but the research will be largely dependent on unstructured interviews with a purposeful 
sample of participants. 
Overview of Remaining Chapters 
The dissertation is structured in a conventional manner with this introductory 
chapter and four additional chapters. 
Chapter II: Literature Review 
The intent of this chapter is twofold. First, it will provide a cogent but expansive 
overview of the concept of communities of practice in order to establish the foundational 
context of the dissertation. Second, it will briefly highlight other literature related to the 
context of the proposed research — the public sector. 
The literature review will focus primarily on the concept of communities of 
practice and, in particular, the evolution of the concept and its application within 
organizations. This body of literature is extensive and in order to maintain an appropriate 
focus on the literature directly relevant to the proposed research questions, it will focus 
primarily on substantive material in the business and organizational fields. The literature 
that has been generated within the field of education will be largely ignored. Similarly, 
the review will not cover offerings from the popular press focusing primarily on the 
scholarly and/or peer-reviewed literature. The chapter will also include a review of the 
CoP literature that pertains to the use and application of CoPs in the public sector. As this 
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more focused selection of literature is relatively sparse, the search has gone beyond the 
purely scholarly journals. 
Chapter III: Research Design 
This chapter will be comprised of three basic sections. The first will provide a 
brief recap and integration of the particular expressions of GT that will be used in this 
research: Dimensional Analysis and Situational Analysis. The second section will offer a 
short description of the specific context for the proposed research, the British Columbia 
public service. The third section will provide a detailed description of the research design 
and process proposed for this dissertation. 
Chapter IV: Findings.  
This chapter will proceed in four parts. The first will offer some broad 
observations that emerge from the data collection process and briefly describe the 
experience of transitioning from data collection to analysis. The intent will be to provide 
the reader a sense of how the data collection and analysis processes themselves 
contributed to the findings of the research. The second and third sections will present the 
findings of the Situational and Dimensional Analysis, respectively, and will constitute the 
majority of the chapter. The fourth part of the chapter will offer a short recap of the 
findings and a bridge to the modelling which emerges from the findings, and the 
explication of the phenomenon for practitioners which will be presented in the fifth and 
final chapter. 
Chapter V: Conclusions 
This chapter will be comprised of five sections. The first will recap some of the 




modelling that emerged from the research. The third and fourth sections will outline the 
limitations to the research and the opportunities for future research, respectively. The 
fifth section will offer some concluding remarks. 
Summary 
This research will explore the rich and textured, yet emergent, concept of 
communities of practice as grounded in the experience of participants. The specific 
context of the research will be the British Columbia public service, which itself is a 
complex and evolving arena. The methodology employed includes dimensional 
(Schatzman, 1991) and situational (Clarke,  2005b) analysis, both constructivist or post-
modern expressions of Grounded Theory. The researcher is a highly experienced senior 
manager with many years of experience in and access to the BC public service. 
The ultimate objective of the research is to explicate the complexity inherent in 
communities of practice in a manner that aids practitioners to understand and successfully 
facilitate communities of practice. The inherent metaphor for the research is “to create an 
accessible map of the territory” that provides a practical bridge between the theory and 
the practice, thus supporting practitioners to successfully navigate this terrain in their 
own organizations. Borrowing from both Oliver Wendell Holmes and Albert Einstein, the 
intent is to render as simple an understanding of CoPs by moving past the inherent 
complexity. 
32 
CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
Every new theory creates a new problem for practice — as is well known. 
But correspondingly, every new practice creates a new problem for theory of the 
form, "Why does it work?" 
 
Peter B. Vaill – email tag line – September 1, 2007 
 
Literature reviews can pose a particular problem for any writer. It is easy to know 
where to begin, but it is difficult to know when to finish. The principal focus of this 
research — communities of practice — clearly presents this quandary. Obviously, a 
significant portion of this chapter will be devoted to exploring the concept of 
communities of practice and its evolution. Of particular interest will be an examination of 
how the concept has evolved or been interpreted in various sectors or disciplines, as well 
as the threads of inquiry culture that have been used to date. 
The concept of CoPs, however, does not exist in a vacuum. It draws its own 
inspiration from other ideas and constructs. Lave and Wenger (1991) acknowledge 
Heidegger and Habermas as the foundation from a European perspective, while Wenger 
(1998) notes that there are tangible consistencies with the pragmatist and symbolic 
interactionism schools that Blumer describes. The broad context within which 
communities of practice exist — organizations, human relationships, and learning — is 
also the context in which many other concepts or disciplines offer valuable insights. 
Some of these disciplines include adult learning, organizational development and 
learning, knowledge creation/management, coaching, mentoring, practitioner-researcher 
and human development. All have something to contribute to our understanding of how 
CoPs may function, and it would be disingenuous to suggest that only one approach will 
provide complete understanding. To paraphrase American philosopher Ken Wilber, each 
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perspective contains some portion of the truth but none contain the whole truth (Wilber, 
2000, 2003-2004). These concepts are mentioned in this literature review as a means of 
sensitizing the reader to the potential of this “contiguous” literature, but they will not 
receive any significant attention. 
As this research will focus on communities of practice within the public sector, 
two additional types of literature will be explored. The first is the literature that speaks 
directly to the use of CoPs within the broad public sector. The second is the literature that 
discusses the similarities and differences between the public and private sectors. The 
intention is not to offer a complete or comprehensive overview of this literature; rather, it 
is intended to sensitize the reader to the unique aspects of the public sector, which in turn 
should help determine how a practitioner may be able to relate this research to their own 
field of practice. 
The scope of this chapter is ambitious and has the potential to become lost in a 
layer of complexity that will detract from the purpose of the dissertation. To mitigate this 
danger, the chapter will focus on a few specific aspects of the broad range of literature 
related to CoPs and is organized in the following manner: 
1. Communities of Practice — the emergence and evolution of the concept by Lave 
and Wenger (1991); 
2. The spread and adoption of Communities of Practice and the culture of inquiry; 
3. The Public Sector and Communities of Practice — a more detailed look at the 
literature related to the use of communities of practice in the public sector; 
4. Concluding remarks — setting the stage for the research; and 
5. Summary — a short overview of the major issues covered in the chapter.  
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The first two sections will comprise the most significant portion of the chapter as 
the research is clearly focused on communities of practice. This is the territory which the 
dissertation intends to explore as a means of explication for practitioners. The third 
section is intended to provide additional perspectives on the particular context or situation 
in which this research will take place. The fourth section will draw together the salient 
ideas and understandings, leaving the reader with a broad understanding of CoPs and, 
more importantly, have a better appreciation for the complexity of the terrain. 
Understanding the complexity is the first step to successfully navigating a route through 
the terrain. 
Communities of Practice — An Overview of the Concept 
Since its first formal introduction over 15 years ago, the use of the term 
communities of practice has become increasingly common across the fields of education 
and organizational development. From where does the term emerge? What are its 
theoretical foundations? How does it fit with or differ from other, related, concepts? Is it 
truly a new concept, or merely “old wine in old bottles?” The place to begin is an 
explication of the emergence and evolution of the concept, and the following section will 
attempt this within this structure: a) Communities of Practice as Described by Lave and 
Wenger (1991), and b) The Concept as Developed Further by Wenger (1998); 
Communities of Practice as Described by Lave and Wenger 
The term CoPs, originally coined in the late 1980s, emerged from the work of 
Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger at the Institute for Research on Learning. Lave and 
Wenger (1991) state that their work was motivated by a desire “to rescue the idea of 
apprenticeship,” which they feared was becoming an overused, thus meaningless, phrase 
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as applied to learning-problems, and arose from their work studying apprentices of tailors 
in Liberia  (p. 30). What originated as an attempt to resolve their own confusion within 
their research became an address for at least two major workshops, which lead to a 
monogram that evolved into their book Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral 
Participation. Their fundamental contention is that most learning theory, by focusing 
primarily on the acquisition of knowledge by individuals, ignores or significantly 
underplays the essential role of social participation in the acquisition or creation of 
knowledge. For Lave and Wenger, learning is an act of social participation — not just of 
an individual engaging in specific activities, but active participation in a social 
community and constructing an individual’s identity(ies) in relation to these 
communities. Learning and creation of the individual’s identity is an ongoing part of 
social participation, so we continue to evolve our identities relative to the communities in 
which we practice. The community continues to evolve and change in reflection to the 
learning and identity creation of the individual participants.  
Lave and Wenger are very particular about establishing that they are specifically 
not attempting to look at schools or schooling. While these topics did enter their 
conversation as they developed their theory, they wished to avoid defining “our thinking 
and build our theory primarily by contrast to the claims of any educational form, 
including schools. We wanted to develop a view of learning that would stand on its own 
.…”(1991, p.40). Wenger, in his second book (1998), again makes it clear that his 
analysis has been based on the workplace (p. 225), but he includes a chapter on how the 
theory may be applied to schools and formal education structures (p. 263). 
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Their first insight, arising from Lave’s study of apprentices, prompted their 
observation that the relationship between apprentice and master varied over time, that 
both appeared to have an effect on the other (not just the master upon the apprentice), and 
that a significant amount of learning took place through the apprentice’s relationships 
with other apprentices and with other masters (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 98). This led 
them to grapple with two related issues. The first was the confusion between the use of 
“apprenticeship” as a metaphorical term and as “an actual education form. The second 
was the realization that the conventional understanding of “situated learning” was not 
capturing what they perceived to be taking place.  
In regard to the definition of apprenticeship, they maintain there is a “distinction 
between our theoretical framework for analyzing educational forms and specific 
historical instances of apprenticeship” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 31). In essence, they 
concluded that they were not trying to understand a specific apprenticeship process but 
instead were interested in how they might develop or explicate a theory of situated 
learning from an analysis of various apprenticeship processes. 
In regard to situated learning, they concluded that “it implied emphasis on 
comprehensive understanding involving the whole person rather than ‘receiving’ a body 
of factual knowledge about the world; an activity in and with the world; and on the view 
that agent, activity, and the world mutually constitute each other” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, 
p. 33). They move well beyond the conventional notion that “situated learning” connotes 
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the sense that individuals learn “in social situations” to arguing that the individual, the 
learning, and the social engagement become inextricably intertwined.1 
Their analysis leads them to offer a unique analytic framework for learning, 
which they call “legitimate peripheral participation,” by which they mean to capture the 
“engagement in social practice that entails learning as an integral constituent” (Lave & 
Wenger, 1991, p. 35). The framework outlines how an individual (perhaps called an 
apprentice) begins their journey of learning by first being accepted as a “legitimate” 
member of a group devoted to a particular skill, occupation, or craft. As a neophyte, the 
individual becomes engaged at the periphery of the group/profession/trade and, through 
their participation, begins to move from the periphery to full participation (e.g., 
journeyman or master status). The framework is not as simple as it may sound, as they 
clarify that the concept has to be taken as a whole and not understood as the simple 
linking of each of the words. Thus, they argue that illegitimate peripheral participation 
may not exist in the sense in which they have used legitimate; rather, legitimate refers to 
the defining characteristic of belonging to the group. Equally, periphery suggests, in their 
framework, a multiple variety of ways to be positioned within the practice community but 
that the major element is being located in a social world. The individual does not move to 
the centre as there is not necessarily a real centre for the community; rather, the 
individual changes location and perspective based on their individual learning and 
developing identities within the community. They take efforts to avoid leaving the 
impression that learning is a linear process. Finally, they suggest that peripheral 
                                                 
1 It should be noted that the language of “apprenticeship,” “learning with a relationship structure,” 
and attention to the “whole person” is broadly consistent with the language used in the literature 
on mentoring. This parenthetical comment is offered to help the reader become sensitized to some 
of the related concepts and topics. 
 
38 
participation leads to full participation, but that by full, they intend to capture the range of 
relationships and forms of membership that may be present within a given community — 
not all full participates participate in the same manner or to the same individual ends. 
Lave and Wenger (1991) are clear that their concept of legitimate peripheral 
participation is ambiguous, but argue that this very ambiguity increases its ability to 
provide “access to a nexus of relations otherwise not perceived as connected” (p. 36): 
Thus, the concept of legitimate peripheral participation obtains its meaning, not in 
a concise definition of its boundaries, but in its multiple, theoretically generative 
interconnections with persons, activities, knowing, and world. (p. 121) 
 
The context or field within which this analytic framework is found is in 
something that Lave and Wenger (1991) term “communities of practice.” While this term 
is used frequently in the early sections of the book, it is not until the latter portion of the 
book that they offer something that might be seen as a definition: 
A community of practice is a set of relations among persons, activity, and the 
world, over time and relation with other tangential and overlapping practice.      
(p. 98) 
 
By “community,” they mean “participation in an activity system about which 
participants share understandings concerning what they are doing and what that means in 
their lives and for their communities” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 98). However, beyond 
this rather rudimentary definition, they spend little time explicating the word community 
as they use it or examining the various dynamics which may be present within something 
called a community. They do note that, as they use the term, community does not “imply 
co-presence, a well-defined, identifiable group, or socially visible boundaries” (p. 98). 
They also acknowledge the issue of power and power dynamics within a community, but 
again spend little time exploring this aspect of community. 
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Practice, as Lave and Wenger (1991) use the term, refers to the concept of “social 
practice” which “emphasizes the relational interdependency of agent and world, activity, 
meaning, cognition, learning, and knowing. . . . This view also claims that learning, 
thinking, and knowing are relations among people in activity in, with, and arising from 
the socially and culturally structured world” (p. 50). They contend that “learning is not 
merely situated in practice . . . . learning is an integral part of generative social practice in 
the lived-in world.” (p. 35) 
The scope and energy of Lave and Wenger’s (1991) short book is highly 
engaging, and the foundation of their argument seems well structured. While the 
fuzziness or lack of detailed definition does raise numerous questions this criticism, 
needs to be tempered with an appreciation that they were not attempting to divine truth 
but merely to offer an alternative framework through which learning can be analysed. 
They frequently acknowledge that more work needs to be done.  
While Lave and Wenger (1991) offer a useful point of departure for a new 
approach to understanding learning, their slim volume can be regarded as only a starting 
point. The rigour they suggest needs to be applied to the many questions arising from 
their work are left to others to provide. Their original book gave rise to a significant 
number of articles, books, and dissertations, as a search conducted for this dissertation 
using the term community of practice indicated. A discussion of the subsequent literature 






The Concept as Further Developed by Wenger.   
As noted in Chapter I, with the publication of their jointly authored manuscript, 
Lave and Wenger appear to have gone on to separate research interests. The balance of 
this section will explore Wenger’s explication of CoPs in greater detail.2 
Wenger’s second book on communities of practice published in 1998 is entitled 
Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning and Identity (Wenger, 1998).  Based on his 
own research of the work and interactions of a group of claims processors in a major 
American insurance company, this book appears to be a natural continuation of his 
collaborative work with Lave. Indeed, he acknowledges that this book would not have 
emerged without their earlier collaboration. Wenger offers a more thorough exploration 
of learning as social participation and, in particular, of communities of practice. Indeed, 
where the first book focused on legitimate peripheral participation, in this second book 
the concept receives only two short references (one a passing reference on p. 11 and the 
other a very short explanation of the concept on p. 100). 
Wenger (1998) offers a much more engaging and complete explanation of the 
various terms central to his analysis and what he believes are the components of learning, 
including meaning, practice, community, and identity: 
1. Meaning: a way of talking about our (changing) ability — individually and 
collectively — to experience our life and the world as meaningful. 
2. Practice: a way of talking about the shared historical and social resources, 
framework, and perspectives that can sustain mutual engagement in action. 
3. Community: a way of talking about the social configurations in which our 
enterprises are defined as worth pursuing and our participation is recognizable 
as competence. 
4. Identity: a way of talking about how learning changes who we are and creates 
personal histories of becoming in the context of our communities. (p. 5) 
                                                 
2 See Wenger’s website at http://www.ewenger.com/ for a complete list of his work and writing 




He (Wenger, 1998) posits that communities of practice are a useful construct for 
the analysis as they integrate the components noted earlier while referencing a common 
experience. He further notes that “communities of practice” are ubiquitous: 
Communities of practice are an integral part of our daily lives. They are so 
informal and so pervasive that they rarely come into explicit focus, but for the 
same reasons they are also quite familiar. Although the term may be new, the 
experience is not. (p. 7) 
 
Drawing upon his research with the claims processors, Wenger (1998) weaves a 
compelling analysis in support of his social participation theory of learning and the 
centrality of communities of practice in the learning process. In the epilogue section of 
the book, he outlines a number of principles that summarize his social perspective on 
learning (included here are the titles which in the book are followed by a brief paragraph 
of explanation): 
Learning is inherent in human nature. 
Learning is first and foremost the ability to negotiate new meanings. 
Learning creates emergent structures. 
Learning is fundamentally experiential and fundamentally social. 
Learning transforms our identities. 
Learning constitutes trajectories of participation. 
Learning means dealing with boundaries. 
Learning is a matter of social energy and power. 
Learning is a matter of engagement. 
Learning is a matter of imagination. 
Learning is a matter of alignment.  
Learning involves an interplay between the local and the global. (p. 226) 
 
His final principle is a restatement of the opening paragraph of the section: 
Learning cannot be designed. Ultimately, it belongs to the realm of experience 
and practice. It follows the negotiation of meaning; it moves on its own terms.   
(p. 225) 
 
Learning cannot be designed: it can only be designed for — that is, facilitated or 




He concludes this second book (Wenger, 1998) with three chapters outlining his 
perspective of how learning can be designed for, first as an overview and then with an 
individual chapter addressing learning in organizations and learning within the context of 
educational structures. Throughout the book he maintains a highly theoretical dialogue, 
although offering a more complete and pragmatic explication of communities of practice 
and situated learning. He is clearly describing how learning takes place rather than 
offering a proscription for how to make learning happen. His description of communities 
of practice emphasizes their inherent emergent and evolving nature as well as their 
resistance to overt control or direction. While they (communities of practice) may be the 
vehicle for learning within organizations, their functioning and outcomes are not easily, if 
at all, controlled by the host organization. 
Wenger followed this second book with an article (co-authored with William M. 
Snyder) in the Harvard Business Review (January, 2000) entitled “Communities of 
Practice: The Organizational Frontier.” While the definition of communities of practice 
continues to be fuzzy and open-ended, he does begin to tighten the definition — “they are 
groups of people informally bound together by shared expertise and passion for joint 
enterprise” (p. 139) — and states that their output is knowledge (p. 140). Without citing 
his evidence, he claims that CoPs have improved organizational performance across a 
diverse cross-section of organizations and identifies six ways they provide value to 
organizations: 
1. They help drive strategy. 
2. They start new lines of business. 
3. They solve problems quickly. 
4. They transfer best practices. 
5. They develop professional skills. 




While there is reference to the historic existence of communities of practice, there 
is no discussion of learning and social practice. While the vignettes of successes might 
imply, learning they read as mechanical processes not as outcomes of complex social 
relationships. There is also an effort made to distinguish CoPs from work teams, project 
teams and informal networks, but the elements reviewed include only purpose, who 
belongs, what holds it together, and how long does it last — the rich theoretical 
foundations of learning, social practice, meaning-making, and identity creation are absent 
from the discussion. 
The article does raise the “managerial paradox inherent in communities of 
practice” — while managers can’t mandate successful CoPs, they can nurture successful 
CoPs through attentive cultivation (Wenger & Snyder, 2000, p. 140). The cultivation 
metaphor is continued later in the article with reference to “while you may welcome the 
wildflowers that bloom without cultivation, you may get even more satisfaction from 
those vegetables and flowers you started from seed” (p.143). The article concludes with a 
statement that communities of practice “are the new frontier” (p.145). 
The article (Wenger & Snyder, 2000) seems to have a different focus and 
direction than the two previous books. It seems incongruous that what was originally an 
intuitive construct offered to provide access into a new understanding of learning and 
which merely reflected a ubiquitous engagement over time and culture is now being 
declared both a tangible entity and the new frontier. Equally, it is interesting to observe 
the subtle shift from cultivating the wildflowers to getting more satisfaction from those . . 
. you started from seed. Does this extend to genetically modified seeds? At what point 
does dynamic and emergent become structured and managed? 
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Wenger’s third book, Cultivating Communities of Practice (2002), co-authored 
with Richard McDermott and William M. Snyder, picks up from the HBR article 
(Wenger & Snyder, 2000). The Preface notes that Wenger’s previous book was written 
for “academics” (p. x), even though the cover-leaf of his second book suggested that this 
earlier book is written “for both the practitioner as well as the theoretician.” The Preface 
identifies a number of potential audiences but is arguable that their focus is on 
“practitioners” as they state the book is “an important step in moving from theory to 
practice” (p. xi) — but here they are talking more directly about “professional practice” 
rather than “social practice.” 
This re-focusing is evident in the increased discussion of knowledge and 
knowledge management and the value proposition communities of practice offer to 
organizations. Much less is said of learning or identity creation, and there is no mention 
of legitimate peripheral participation — in fact, peripheral participation is used to denote 
the ebb and flow of the individual’s participation within the CoP as a means of 
distinguishing between core, active, and peripheral participants (contrasted to outsiders) 
in a discussion of design principles (Wenger et al., 2002, pp. 55-58). While glimpses of 
the rich theory foundation covered in the earlier books are present in the introductory 
chapters, most of it has been shifted into the endnotes. 
Communities of practice continue to be acknowledged as ubiquitous throughout 
history, to present a range of formats (formal/informal, inter/intra-organization, etc.) and 
to present a paradox to managers — they can be cultivated but not mandated. The reason 
why it is essential for organizations to embrace and cultivate CoPs is attributed to the 
rapidly emerging knowledge-based economy and globalization (Wenger et al., 2002, p. 
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6). But clearly gone is any sense that CoPs are an intuitive concept, as suggested in the 
first book. They are now very tangible, and this book begins to prescribe, however gently, 
a strategy for cultivating, sustaining, and measuring the output of CoPs. 
In a very real sense this book (Wenger et al., 2002) does provide a much more 
comprehensive and detailed sense of what communities of practice might be and how 
their potential can be harnessed. For example, the discussion of “life-cycles” offers a 
clearer understanding of how CoPs may evolve and change over time as well as 
providing insights into how a “facilitator” may identify or remediate problems (p. 68). 
Similarly, there is a very enlightening discussion of negative potential of CoPs (chapter 6, 
pp. 139-160). Still, this book’s very comprehensiveness may encourage practitioners to 
commoditize CoPs as the next managerial “silver bullet,” regardless of the fact that the 
authors emphatically reject this notion (p. 139). 
In the space of 10 years the development of Wenger’s thinking appears to have 
shifted from: a) so what might be happening and can we provide a framework for talking 
about “it”; to b) here is what I think is happening and here is my description of “it”; to c) 
here is how you manage (or cultivate) “it” for the benefit of your organization. 
Communities of practice shift from a construct or vehicle within which “learning” might 
be understood to a tangible edifice that generates and manages knowledge as well as 
providing a strategic advantage to an organization. 
The Spread of Communities of Practice and the Culture of Inquiry 
As noted earlier, since Lave and Wenger’s (1991) original slim manuscript the 
interest in and application of CoPs has spread widely, both geographically and across 
disciplines. The concept has captured the attention of academics and has generated a 
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minor cottage industry for consultants. While a comprehensive review of all the literature 
could be a dissertation in and of itself and is beyond the more modest scope of this 
research, it is important for the reader to have some sense of the breadth and nature of 
this body of literature. A broad familiarity with the literature is important for two reasons. 
First, it will help the reader gain a sense of the breadth and complexity of CoPs and how 
they have been understood. Second, it will help to substantiate how the proposed research 
will contribute to our collective understanding of CoPs. At the same time, there is a need 
to be more fully aware of the literature directly related to the use of CoPs within the 
public sector and the literature that explores the experience of individual participants. 
To this end, this section is structured in the following manner: a) a survey of the 
broad literature and culture of inquiry; b) a focused examination of the literature directly 
related to CoPs and the public sector; and c) a short summary of the major points that 
emerge. 
The Broad Literature and Culture of Inquiry 
As noted earlier, Lave and Wenger’s (1991) original slim manuscript has 
generated significant interest and activity across many disciplines. The literature search 
conducted in preparation for this proposal identified over 130 journal articles, two dozen 
books, and over five dozen theses and dissertations, with the vast majority of these being 
published between 2000 and 2006. To ensure that emerging literature which may be of 
direct relevance to this research is captured, alerts have been placed on a number of the 
major databases. These alerts are generating a few new publications each month. 
This volume of literature renders it unfeasible to provide a comprehensive review 
in this chapter, but there are a number of interesting observations that should be made. 
 
47 
The balance of this section will offer a variety of high-level comments on focus and 
nature of this body of literature and also offer a short overview of the general culture of 
inquiry that is apparent within the literature. These comments and observations are made 
as a means of sensitizing the reader to the breadth of the literature prior to turning the 
focus more directly upon the application of CoPs within the public sector. 
The first overarching comment is that two broad bifurcations appear present in the 
literature. The first bifurcation is between those documents that focus on the theoretical 
foundations of communities of practice and those on the application of the concept. This 
will be explored in the discussion of the culture of inquiry. The second is between those 
generated from a business/organizational/management perspective and those related to 
education and the Academy. Communities of Practice, as a means of both understanding 
the learning process and for structuring the learning engagement, has clearly resonated 
with educators, both K-12 and post-secondary. The K-12 sector also appears to have 
recognized the application of CoPs in the learning and development of teachers and 
administrators. While the search parameters likely screened out much of the education 
focused literature, about 25% of the articles and up to 40% of the theses/dissertations 
captured clearly relate to either the K-12 or post-secondary realm. While some of the 
education-related literature undoubtedly offers insights relevant to this research, the 
principal focus of the review has been on the literature directly related to business, 
organizations, and management. 
Amongst the business/management articles, there was a clear interest in 
knowledge management, strategic/market opportunities, cross-geographic/company 
collaboration, or the value/benefit/ROI of communities of practice. There was also an 
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obvious connection with organizational learning, knowledge management, change 
management, innovation, and establishing the value of communities of practice (Buchel 
& Raub, 2002; Dewhurst & Navarro, 2004; Gadman & Cooper, 2005; Hendry, 1996; 
Iverson & McPhee, 2002; Millen, Fontaine et al., 2002; Swan, Scarbrough et al., 2002). 
Others in the business/management group offered pragmatic overviews of their 
“experience” with creating and managing communities of practice (Gongla & Rizzuto, 
2001; Vestal, 2003); and for a similar treatment but with more detail, see Saint-Onge and 
Wallace’s book (2003), which describes the experience of Clarica) or offered ways of 
distinguishing between communities of practice and teams (Lesser & Storck, 2001). 
Gongla & Rizzuto (2001) also offered alternative names for the concept — such as peer 
groups, thematic groups, learning communities, family groups, and knowledge networks 
— that are found in organizations. Unfortunately, they don’t provide an analysis of the 
differences and similarities amongst all these formats, so it is impossible to assess the 
validity of their assertion. It does suggest, however, that they are taking an instrumental 
approach to the concept and are less engaged in understanding the theory aspects of 
communities of practice than they are in promoting the application of the concept. 
The Culture of Inquiry 
To explore the prevailing culture of inquiry related to communities of practice, a 
sample of articles was drawn for closer analysis. The sample was neither random nor 
scientifically generated; rather, selection was based on two simple tests applied to the title 
and the abstract of the articles: 1) did the article appear to be empirical in nature (either 
quantitative or qualitative), and 2) did it peak the reviewer’s interest with respect to the 
research study to be embarked upon herein. Three secondary screens where also applied: 
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1) unless they appeared to be directly relevant to CoPs within organizations, articles with 
a singular focus on education and teaching were not selected; 2) based on a current 
interest of the reviewer’s, articles related to the health sector were more likely to be 
included; and 3) the selection was skewed towards those most recently published on the 
assumption that these will offer a more mature overview of research methods associated 
with communities of practice. A sample of 47 articles, published between 1997 and late 
2006, was created — 32 of the sample were published in 2003 or later. The articles were 
sorted into four basic categories for discussion purposes: 1) theoretical; 2) quantitative; 3) 
case studies; and 4) qualitative.3 
From the perspective of research methodology, there is a clear pattern of case 
studies and qualitative research methods and only a scant handful of examples of 
quantitative research methods. Amongst the qualitative approaches, ethnography was the 
method most frequently employed, and there were only three references to either Strauss 
and Corbin or to Grounded Theory. Two of the articles reference Strauss and Corbin in 
their discussion of methodology, but in neither case is a grounded theory approach 
adopted (Bullough, Draper, Smith & Birrell, 2004; Allan, 2006). The third (Breu & 
Hemingway, 2002) explores three questions: what conditions and resources foster the 
emergence and survival of a CoP; how do CoPs organize themselves and their practices 
and, what contributions do CoPs achieve both for their members and their organizations 
(p. 148)? The study focused on a single CoP of 17 members within a recently privatized 
utility. The data was collected through focus groups and a limited number of individual 
semi-structured interviews. It is stated that the analysis done used Grounded Theory 
                                                 
3To provide an overview of the articles, a table has been constructed. See Appendix A.  
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methodology (there is reference to Glaser and Strauss), but no detail on the application of 
the method. The authors conclude “that organizations that are prepared to accept the 
informal activities of its members can gain significant benefits” and that “the data support 
motivational theories that advocate the human desire to make social contributions” (p. 
152). While the questions explored and the conclusions reached seem consistent with the 
research undertaken for this dissertation, the lack of detail in regards to the analytic 
process and the absence of modelling make it difficult to fully contrast Breu and 
Hemingway’s research with this dissertation. 
There are some broad categories of focus that may have tentatively emerged from 
this sample such as: knowledge management/transfer/sharing; organizational learning or 
workplace learning; characteristics of successful CoPs; culture, identity and meaning-
making; and benefits derived from CoPs. But the emphasis must be on tentative — many 
of the articles could easily fit more than one category. There are two factors that may 
explain this lack of a coherent culture of inquiry. The first is the relative youth of the 
concept; it was first posited in 1991 — 18 short years ago. The second is its rapid 
adoption by so many disciplines and fields of study who have critiqued, borrowed, and 
applied the concept in a myriad of applications and contexts, as this sample of articles 
indicates. The broad dissemination of the CoP concept may itself be a reflection 
technology, globalization and is perhaps indicative of the social participation aspect of 
learning which the concept espouses. 
The preceding pages have attempted to offer overview of a concept that has 
blossomed across a broad array of both disciplines and geography. The intent has not 
been to offer a comprehensive chronology of the conception and development of 
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communities of practice, but rather to lay the foundation for moving forward with the 
research. A broad familiarity with Lave and Wenger’s (1991) original work, combined 
with a grounding of how others have interpreted and applied this work, is essential to 
understanding the context in which the research will proceed. 
The volume, breadth, and diversity of the literature on CoPs makes a cogent 
summary of the research conclusions difficult. Overall, there appears to be agreement that 
CoPs generate benefit and value for organizations. There also appears general agreement 
and evidence that CoPs exist in a wide variety of organizations and settings. In regard to 
the specific nature, definition, and structure of CoPs, the literature becomes less cohesive. 
There is also, with a few exceptions, little focus on the experience and perspectives of 
actual CoP participants found in the literature. Rather than attempting to draw 
conclusions from the literature, it is perhaps more useful to highlight a number of 
pertinent observations. The following are a few of the observations that emerge from this 
review of the literature. 
There appear to be two healthy conversations emerging from the literature: one 
which deepens and expands the theoretical foundations of the concept through adding the 
perspectives of other disciplines, and one which is clarifying how the concept can be 
applied in a pragmatic way to enhance learning in both formal education and 
organizational settings. There are tremendous strengths in these diverse perspectives and 
voices being focused on a single concept. For the theorist, the perspective of other 
theorists adds richness to the conversation through challenging perspectives and adding 
new components to the dialogue. The application of the theory by the practitioners (even 
if it is not directly referenced) offers an opportunity to observe the theory in action, and 
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thus the opportunity for it to be refined and explicated. Many practitioners may have little 
appreciation or indeed interest in the theory underlying the tool incarnation of 
communities of practice, yet it wouldn’t exist without the first tentative expressions of the 
theory. For those practitioners who do have an interest in analyzing theoretical 
foundations, the expanding theory discussion offers insights into how to troubleshoot and 
adapt the tool to reflect the needs of a particular or unique context. Without trying to limit 
the significance of the practitioner literature, many of the following comments stem from 
the theoretical literature as these pieces tend to illuminate rather than downplay the 
complexity inherent in the topic.  
For example, Brown and Duguid published an article the same year as Lave and 
Wenger’s monogram which extends the concept of “communities of practice” to 
“communities of communities,” denoting the reality or potential for a number of CoPs to 
be networked either formally or informally (Brown & Duguid, 1991).4 This notion 
reappears in later work as “constellation of communities” (Ward, 2000) and 
“constellations of interconnected practices” (Gherardi & Nicolini, 2002). The image of a 
constellation paralleled the perspective, raised during a collaborative inquiry project 
conducted by the researcher and which I have offered to participants in a workshop on 
CoPs,5 that individuals may be participating in more than one CoP and the CoPs 
themselves may cross numerous inter- and intra-organizational boundaries. The 
workshop description extended the notion of constellation to include other dyadic and 
group (polyadic?) relationships such as coaching/mentoring, informal networks, and 
                                                 
4 The four researchers worked together at Xerox Park. 
5 The workshop, entitled Communities of Practice and how they integrate into your practice, was 
delivered to the Oxford School of Coaching and Mentoring, Annual Conference in Oxford, 
England, June 2006. 
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project teams that had to be considered in any attempt to nurture CoPs. The significance 
of this perspective is that it adds yet another layer of complexity for which the 
practitioner needs to be mindful. 
Several theory-oriented articles take a more critical look at the concept, raising 
issues and potential limitations for Lave and Wenger’s (1991) theory  (Fuller, Hodkinson 
& Unwin, 2005; Linehan & McCarthy, 2001; O'Donnell, Porter, McGuire & Garvan,  
2003; Schwen & Hara, 2003). It may be reasonable that the critiques of the concept are 
found in the theory-oriented work, as the folks attempting to apply the concept have most 
likely embraced (or don’t try to analyze) the theory. What is interesting, however, is that 
each of the critiques is careful to acknowledge that the concept has merit and, despite the 
identified limitations, offers useful insights into learning. This is a sentiment succinctly 
captured by Barton and Tusting in their edited book Beyond Communities of Practice 
(2005): 
We set out to be critical of the concept of communities of practice as described by 
Wenger. On initial close reading of the book, we were frustrated that we could not 
pin down the components of the theory, and we found concepts slippery and 
illusive . . . . We aimed to deconstruct the concept in the book in a straightforward 
academic way and to propose an alternative vision . . . . In doing this, we remain 
respectful of the book. It has a richness of vision and a clarity of expression . . . . 
Many of the ideas we want to develop are to be found already sketched out in the 
subsections and footnotes of the book. Space remains for us to explore, critique 
and develop the concepts, and we do this, mindful of the strengths of the work.  
(p. 6) 
 
Finally, it is interesting that two of the theoretical articles (Easterby-Smith, 1997 
and Handley et al., 2006) are roughly the mid and endpoints of the publication period 
captured in the sample, and both speak of the divergences apparent in the literature and 
the inconsistent use of terminology. It may be that the breadth and plasticity of the CoP 
concept is be both a virtue and a challenge — a virtue in that it can be readily adapted to 
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so many contexts and curiosities, and a challenge because it may blur the perception of 
differences that are real, thus leading to misunderstanding, misapplication and problems. 
In regard to the virtues of the concept being readily adapted to many contexts, 
many authors have concluded that the successful implementation of CoPs is likely more 
complex than many at first suspect. In regard to the challenges, a number of studies noted 
the effects of uni-professional and multi-professional CoPs yet arrive at different (at least 
superficially) conclusions as to the effect. Gherardi and Nicolini (2002) suggests that it is 
the discursive interaction amongst the building site CoPs that promote workplace safety. 
Ferlie, Fitzgerald, Wood, and Hawkins (2005) notes that uni-professional CoPs give rise 
to both social and cognitive barriers to the adoption of innovations in the health sector. In 
both articles and in others, the issue of identity is also emphasized, but often identity is 
used in reference to both the individual and the group. But if most of us belong to more 
than one group (family, profession, organization, nation, club, etc.), how do these multi-
identities play-out in a CoP? Dube, Bourhis, and Jacob’s (2002) observations regarding 
the likelihood of creating VCoPs, disrupting existing networks and cultures, also speaks 
to this issue of working across multiple, though perhaps unidentified, cultures and the 
need to recognize the existence of multiple identities amongst the participants. All of 
these articles are discussing the “formal” interactions of a CoP, but others (e.g., Breu & 
Hemingway, 2002. and Ardichvili, Maurer, Wei, & Stuedemann, 2006) raise the issue of 
informal interactions within organizations, which raises the question: can we focus on 
only the formal or informal interactions without noting the other? 
Two images come to mind in regard to this body of literature. The first is the 
parable of the four blind individuals sharing their description of an elephant based on the 
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part of the beast they can touch. Perhaps in this case, however, it is a much larger group 
of blind individuals attempting to describe a disparate collection of farm animals! The 
other image is conjured from the use of community in the term CoP. Like a community, 
there are many aspects to a CoP: some are objective while others are clearly subjective; 
there is tangible infrastructure that affects the community in both tangible and intangible 
ways; there can be CoPs within CoPs, CoPs that interact with other CoPs, and even CoPs 
that exist in the same space that can be entirely unknown to each other; and like any 
community, CoPs appear to need leadership and support but reject overweening control 
and direction. 
If this image of CoPs as a community is close to being accurate than those who 
argue that facilitating CoPs is a very complex endeavour may be more correct than they 
appreciate. Additionally, it is likely that the wisdom of all the disciplines will be required 
to truly understand CoPs. Clearly, work still needs to be done to address the variety of 
terms and definitions used by various observers and researchers. Until this clarity is 
established, researchers will need to take care to identify which particular perspective 
they wish to use and be careful that they don’t unintentionally mix the various 
“divergent” definitions that Easterby-Smith (1997) and Handley et al. (2006) identify. 
While this may seem to call for more development of the theory, it may, in fact, be the 
case that greater effort needs to be taken in examining how divergent definitions and 
ideas may be verified through empirical study. 
It is also important to note that while most of the articles captured in this sample 
are qualitative and/or case studies, they have, in fact, used a very diverse range of 
research methods. While there are a few quantitative studies, it is perhaps not surprising 
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that most researchers have not approached the study of CoPs from quantitative or 
positivistic perspective. At this point, there is likely not enough clarity of the concept to 
easily render quantitative research that is truly generalizable. The myriad of qualitative 
approaches provide a series of fascinating descriptions, but they are so disparate and 
unique that it is difficult to construct a composite picture. Some have noted the 
importance of explicating the epistemological orientation of the research being 
undertaken (Easterby-Smith, Snell et al., 1998; Handley, 2006) and at least one has 
clearly noted the important influence that the epistemological perspective of CoP 
participants can also play (Thompson, 2005). 
From the inception of the concept by Lave and Wenger (1991), CoPs have been 
overtly social entities replete with the unpredictability and spontaneity associated with 
humans interacting in groups. Perhaps the challenge in rendering the concept of CoPs 
into a simple research design is the complex, multi-variant nature of the concept itself. Is 
the focus of interest the management of knowledge within an organization (assuming for 
the moment that knowledge is a tangible or objective entity), the acquisition of skills and 
knowledge of an individual, the engaging in practice and acquisition of identity, the 
development of an organizational culture or language, or deriving an economic benefit 
for the organization? Each of these foci offers only one dimension of the overall concept 
of CoPs and individually do not provide a clear understanding of the various dynamics 
taking place within (and perhaps required by) a CoP. It is also necessary to recognize that 
all social entities have both objective and subjective traits and to ignore either is to limit 
our understanding of the concept. 
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These dynamics may represent a variety of continua that, taken together, form the 
fabric of a CoP. Perhaps by isolating a few of these dynamics (or continua) and 
attempting to explore two or more in a single study, it may be possible to begin to 
explicate the shape, size, and qualities of a CoP — both the objective and subjective 
aspects. Some of the continua, based on this review, that may be appropriate to research 
include: the degree of autonomy v. directedness required for a successful CoP; individual 
identity (including multiple identities) and group identity; needs or objectives of the 
individual v. needs or objectives of the host organization; formal v. informal interaction; 
practice v. participation; situated v. cognitive learning. These are merely a few examples 
and are themselves not fully articulated and reflective of existing theory related to CoPs, 
but the intent is to carefully identify a limited number that could be captured in an 
empirical study. In this manner it may be possible to derive greater clarity on a few key 
definitions, verify some of the theoretical underpinnings of the concept, and to lay a 
systemic foundation for the successful application of the concept and its ongoing study. 
The Public Sector and Communities of Practice 
From this broad survey of the communities of practice literature, attention will 
now be focused on the application or use of CoPs within the public sector. In this context 
public sector will be defined as including agencies and organizations that operate directly 
from one of the three basic orders of government (national/federal, 
provincial/state/regional, and municipal) including publically funded health care. Before 
moving to the literature on CoPs within the public sector, a short discussion of how the 
public sector is perceived or distinguished from other sectors may provide the reader with 
some appropriate appreciation of the sector’s unique and ubiquitous features. 
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The Public Sector  
Much has been written over the past decades both distinguishing the purpose and 
operations of the public sector from the private sector as well as trying to argue what the 
public sector should learn from the private sector. This short section is not intended to 
enter either of these discussions to any great extent, but rather is intended to provide the 
reader a bit of context and background and to direct the reader to other informative 
sources if their curiosity is peaked. 
The study or examination of public policy and public administration has a long 
history. In the modern era this study can certainly be traced back to the writings of Max 
Weber and Karl Marx.6 The purpose of government and the functioning of its 
administration has been the object of intense political debate, and on both sides of the 
Atlantic there is also a tradition of distinguishing between the public and private sectors. 
Philosophers like Braybrooke (1968), Laski (1997), and Taylor (1979), to mention only a 
few, have written extensively on the role of the state in modern society. Others like 
Downs (1957), Etzioni (1964), Lindblom (1968), and Wildavsky (1974) have laid the 
foundation for public policy development and evaluation. The role of the public service 
in functioning of democratic government has also been widely commented upon, with 
Mosher (1968) in the USA and Self (1980) in Britain being two of the prominent writers 
in this genre. In many cases the subject of bureaucracy and public administration has 
been approached in the form of edited volumes: volumes by Blau (1987), Castles, Murray 
and Potter ( 1971), Lindquist (2000, 2006), Merton (1965),  and Robson (1975) will be 
                                                 
6 See Martin Albrow, Bureaucracy (1979), or Nicos P. Mouzelis, Organization and Bureaucracy: 
An Analysis of Modern Theories, for relatively brief but accessible overviews. 
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found on the shelves of many university libraries as well as edited volumes that speak to 
a nation’s specific approach to public administration.7 
Scholars and practitioners of government and public administration also have a 
long tradition of “borrowing” from other disciplines and the private sector. Both Chester 
Barnard (1973) and Herbert Simon (1997) have long been a staple of public 
administration syllabuses. Their work can be found in the bibliographies of many 
textbooks as can the work of Argyris  and Schon ( 1974, 1996), Bennis and Nanus 
(1985), McGregor (1985), Schein (1979, 1999), Senge (1990), and Wheatley (1999). 
Perhaps the most obvious “borrowing” from the private sector came in the 1990’s with 
two popular books, Reinventing Government by Osborne and Gaebler (1992) and 
Banishing Bureaucracy by Osborne and Plastrik (1998). Both books suggested that the 
public sector should operate more along the lines of the private sector, and both generated 
a healthy following. Many organizations in the public sector began to speak in the 
language of the private sector — entrepreneurship, deregulation, empowerment, and 
flattened spans of control — regardless of how this language fit with the culture and 
practice within these organizations. More recently another “business” writer, Jim Collins, 
whose Good to Great (2001) has become a touchstone for many managers/leaders in both 
the private and public sectors, decided to write a “monogram to accompany Good to 
Great” (2005). Collins had concluded that the language of business did not reflect the 
reality of what he has termed the social sector — the monogram is subtitled Why 
                                                 
7 For example, Kenneth Kernaghan  has edited 10 different volumes dealing with public 
administration in Canada. 
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Business Thinking is Not the Answer. Collins’ reflection had not been overlooked by 
public administration scholars and practitioners, but they didn’t (don’t) have his reach. 8 
It is perhaps trite to say that the public sector operates in the same world as the 
private sector and that it faces similar challenges of finite resources, globalization, 
geography changing demographics, increasing complexity of issues, and a growing 
dependence on information and technology. Trite, perhaps, but true, as is evidenced by a 
quick perusal of recent Canadian government publications with titles such as 
Comparative Trends in Public Management: Smart Practices Toward Blending Policy 
and Administration (Campbell, 2006), Managing Horizontal Government: the Politics of 
Coordination (Peters, 1998), A Critical Moment: Capturing and Conveying the Evolution 
of the Canadian Public Service (Lindquist, 2006), and Making Transitions Work: 
Integrating External Executive into the Federal Public Service (Kroeger & Heynen, 
2003). Both the public and private sectors are beset with similar challenges and must seek 
solutions that fit their individual characteristics. 
Communities of Practice in the Public Sector 
With a long history of borrowing ideas and approaches from the private sector, it 
should be expected that communities of practice would also find their way into the 
lexicon of public administration. The search of the literature undertaken for this research 
generated a list of 36 documents that appeared to link the public sector with CoPs. This 
section will outline the parameters of the search and also provide an exploration of the 
literature found. 
                                                 
8 Evert Lindquist’s edited volume, Government Restructuring and Career Public Service in 
Canada (2000), includes similar arguments. 
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This literature search proceeded in three steps. First, the titles and abstracts 
identified in the broad search were reviewed to find any references to the public sector or 
government. Second, a refined search was conducted focused on academic and 
professional journals looking for references to CoPs, the public sector, and government. 
For the purposes of these searches, literature pertaining to health was included and 
literature pertaining to the education sector was excluded. In contrast to the broader 
domains of business and education, there is not a lot yet published on CoPs within the 
public sector, with only 29 articles/documents being identified. To augment this 
selection, a review of documents on Etienne Wenger’s9 website and the Government of 
Canada’s10 websites was also undertaken. This added an additional seven documents to 
the collection, for a total of 36 documents. 
Based on a review of the documents, they were triaged into three basic types:11 a) 
Information, those articles that simply mentioned the existence of CoPs or which touted 
them as an appropriate tool for the public sector; b) Instrumental, those articles that 
described the structure/purpose of CoPs, outlined how to establish a CoP, or offered a 
description of an existing CoP; and c) Empirical, those articles that were clearly 
attempting to explicate some aspect of a CoP with a clear research question, 
methodology, and conclusions based on “evidence.” The resulting assignment of articles 
to classification was: six Informational, 16 Instrumental, and 14 Empirical. The 
preliminary review also identified date, policy area, and country of origin. With only two 
                                                 
9 As one of the co-creators of the concept and with an active consultancy in the field of CoPs, it 
seemed a natural location to seek other documents.  
10 As my research will be based in Canada, these seemed logical sites to visit. It is likely that 
other similar documents will be found on the websites of other governments. 
11 See attached table outlining the 36 documents. 
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exceptions, all of the identified documents appear to have been published in 2001 or later. 
There is also a broad array of jurisdictions included in the sample with an obvious 
weighting toward Canada, the UK, and the USA, but with Australia as well as European 
and Latin American countries also represented. 
Typically, articles falling into the first two classifications (Information and 
Instrumental) would be screened out of this type of literature search but are included here 
for three reasons. First, the number of references in the professional journals, with wide 
readership across the public sector, suggests a comfort or familiarity with the idea of 
CoPs. Second, the number of descriptions of existing CoPs12 suggests that the concept is 
well entrenched across the public sector in many different policy areas. Third, the number 
of “how-to” articles or references, particularly those associated with 
professional/government13 agencies, suggests that CoPs are being actively promoted 
throughout the public sector. Yet with all this interest and activity, there appears to be 
little empirical research emerging. 
A more detailed review of the 14 empirical articles also generated a number of 
observations. First, five of the empirically based articles captured in the search don’t 
actually focus on CoPs. Cousin and Simon’s (1996) study of policy-induced partnerships 
between research and practice communities emerged based on the interview sample being 
drawn from, amongst other sources, the members of a CoP. The study was actually on 
partnerships that had been induced by policy associated with adjudicating grant 
applications. What is of passing interest is the fact that this study was published in 1996, 
                                                 
12 See, for example, Daniels, Grove and Mundt (2006), Snyder and Briggs (2003), Wenger (2002, 
2003). 
13 See, for example, Blunt (2003a), Chartier (2002), Dinsdale, Moore, and Gaudes (2002), and 
Stoyko and Fung (2007). 
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only five years after the formal introduction of CoPs as a concept, it was being 
recognized. 
Two of these five articles have a fundamental focus on knowledge management or 
knowledge sharing. The first of these, Pascoe and More’s (2005) article on 
communication and knowledge sharing, contains only one direct reference to CoPs, and 
that is in the “keywords” section following the Abstract. The study “investigates the link 
between communication climate” and “their (staff) willingness to share knowledge” (p. 
247) within a large federal organization in Australia. The article does contain a couple of 
ideas relevant to this proposed study. First, the study discusses the metaphor of 
communication being a conduit for sharing information and knowledge. It argues that the 
notion of communication being a conduit may be appropriate in regards to sharing 
information, but that it is inadequate in regards to sharing knowledge — “knowledge 
sharing not only paves the way for the creation of shared meaning between 
communicators but in doing so, also lays the foundation for the creation or generation of 
new knowledge” (p. 248). The article goes on to state that “it becomes clear that fostering 
relationships and communications between organizational members must be integral 
elements of any meaningful KM programme.” (p. 248) The authors nicely highlight the 
intangible aspects of KM (knowledge management) that tend to be overlooked by much 
of the KM literature, and connect a tangible, if unstated, thread between KM, situated 
learning (the original driver behind CoPs), and symbolic interactionism. 
A second article also focuses on knowledge sharing, specifically in regards to the 
development of an information system across public sector agencies. Pardo, Cresswell, 
Thompson and Zhang (2006) provide two longitudinal case studies related to the 
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development of information systems that require the sharing of knowledge across 
organizational boundaries. The notion of knowledge sharing is used both in terms of the 
need to share knowledge/understanding of how various agencies use and apply 
information as the foundation for developing an information system and in terms of how 
the same agencies will share knowledge derived from the shared information system 
being developed. The authors use the concept of CoPs to describe the collections of 
individuals, either as professionals or by agency, as a means of identifying the locus of 
the knowledge to be shared and the embedded nature of meaning in practice. Yet they 
don’t really speak to or investigate the function of individual CoPs. 
Their (Pardo et al., 2006) study does offer a variety of insights of value to this 
proposed research. First, they highlight the idea that much of the work of the public 
sector runs across multiple agencies and that there is an obvious benefit to be derived 
from integrating information across these agencies. Second, they state that their results 
“confirm the difficulty of sharing tacit and interactional knowledge across agencies, 
especially where participants in the sharing represent different communities of practice” 
(p. 299). While not speaking directly to the point, they appear to be reinforcing, perhaps 
unconsciously, Pascoe and More’s (2005) argument that there is something far more 
complex going on in KM/KS programmes than the simple exchange of data or 
information. 
Griffin’s (2006) article, Research and policy in lifelong learning, attempts to 
reconceptualize the relationship between practitioners of adult learning and researchers 
and policy makers — the problem being the apparent lack of influence that the 
practitioners have over the policy being made. Griffin tries to determine if any or all of 
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the three groups of actors (practitioners, researchers, and policy-makers) could be 
considered to constitute distinct communities of practice. While his conclusion on this 
point is inconclusive, he does note that “there is less scope than there used to be for 
thinking of lifelong educators, researchers, practitioners or policy-makers as constituting 
some kind of identifiable professional community, or culture, or community of practice” 
(p. 573). 
Wegner’s (2004) article is the fifth empirically based article captured in the search 
that is not specifically about the study of a CoP. This study asks two questions: how is a 
written management plan developed in the absence of a salient textual model that would 
otherwise operate as a ready-made guide for participants, and how does the text function 
as participants attempt to solve the rhetorical problem of audience resistance (p. 412)? 
Wegner uses Lave and Wenger’s (1991) situated learning and CoPs as part of her 
theoretical framework for the research and places it in the context of the development of 
a management plan for a major municipality for which she was engaged as a writing 
consultant. 
A sixth article (Stefanick & Lesage, 2005) which may also more correctly be 
included amongst the “not CoP focused” purports to be a case study of an “online 
community of practice.” Stefanick and LeSage’s case study focuses on MuniMall, a 
“virtual community” created in the province of Alberta ostensibly for municipal 
managers and elected officials. They note the lack of “systematic (exploration of) how 
the new information and communications technology can and do affect public 
administration practice and . . . address the relationship between communities of practice 
and the new ICTS” (p. 232; ICTS is information and communication technologies). After 
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this one reference to CoPs the article avoids any discussion of the distinguishing features 
of a CoP or how MuniMall reflects these features. The obvious subject of the research is 
the creation and maintenance of “virtual communities.”14 
There are two observations made in the study (Stefanick & LeSage, 2005) that 
may be relevant, or at least of interest to this proposed research, and both are related to 
the difficulties of generating an enthusiastic following for MuniMall. First, the authors 
note “the natural reluctance of public servants to shed their anonymity and the 
appearance of neutrality to discuss issues in an open forum” (p. 233). While this does 
speak to the cultural dimensions of CoPs and perhaps speaks to a characteristic of public 
servants, it is also hardly surprising that they would wish to maintain their apparent 
neutrality in a forum that was also open to elected officials. Second, the authors note that 
a “central lesson to be learned . . . despite the impact that new technologies can have on . 
. . the formation of communities of interest, basic marketing principles still apply when 
rolling out a new product to a prospective audience. That is, build it well and give them 
compelling reasons to come — and to come again and again” (p. 248). Certainly, basic 
marketing principles, as they apply to understanding the culture and needs of the 
audience, are important, but the last tag-sentence suggests that they are relating marketing 
to the selling of content. 
Of the nine remaining empirically-based articles, three examined the use of CoPs 
in engaging stakeholders and public interests in the policy process. Keen, Mahanty and 
Sauvage (2006) article examined the utility of CoPs in facilitating organizational change. 
Their case study of a local regional government’s attempts to develop an integrated 
                                                 
14 Interestingly, the bibliography has many references to virtual communities and none to CoPs. 
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sustainability plan is an informative examination of how CoPs can be used effectively in 
the public sector. In the case of the regional government in question, this issue was 
developing a plan mandated by the government of Australia as part of a national 
sustainable development policy. The task required units within local councils to work 
together and to develop an assessment framework that would promote coordination 
across departments and between levels of decision-makers. 
One of the key techniques employed in the development of this plan was the 
conscious creation/use of CoPs. Their conclusion is that CoPs present both benefits and 
challenges, but the use of CoPs did contribute significantly to the successful creation of 
the mandated plan. The voluntary nature of CoPs tended to mitigate conflicts as the 
informal structure is “built on interests, not workplace structures” which allow new ideas 
(to emerge) that do not fit with existing organizational thinking” (Keen et al., 2005, p. 
215). The voluntary nature of CoPs also generated one of the challenges: “ideas and 
process progress at their own pace — and not according to any externally imposed 
schedule” (p. 214). 
Attwater and Derry’s (2005) action research case study, focused on risk 
communication and management, is also based in Australia. The study states “a 
fundamental question for this study and broader issues of sustainable water management 
is how to engage a range of people whose views and practices are critical to achieving 
effective outcomes” (p. 194)? The subject of the study is a local water recycling scheme 
that is dependent on a mix of private, public, community-based, and university 
participants being represented in a variety of “communities of practice.” While the study 
was more oriented towards supporting the efficacy of action research in a pluralistic 
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society, it also was careful to discuss the distinguishing features of CoPs and using this as 
a means of understanding how the mix of participants were engaging in the overall 
scheme. The appreciation that individuals participated in CoPs and how that sense of 
identity, language, and meaning-making within a CoP may react when engaged with 
another CoP offers some brief glimpses into the complexity of public policy-making. 
Kranendonk and Kersten’s (2007) article explores the case of agrologistics to 
describe “how the Dutch government has used a CoP for complex planning and 
organizational problems” (Abstract). The two authors note the growing interest in using 
CoPs as a management tool, in both the private and public sector, and have helped 
facilitate the creation of several CoPs for the Dutch government.15 Agriculture is a 
dominant industry in the Netherlands, and agrologistics focuses on organizational, 
spatial, and collaborative problems that require several government ministries and private 
sector interests working together to solve. The authors, based on their own experience, 
identify several characteristics of deliberately planned and managed CoPs: 
1. Initial disagreement by the CoP’s participants on the object domain. 
2. These designed CoPs generally entail a mix of totally different people from 
totally different backgrounds. 
3. The long time taken to prepare and start up the CoP demotivates the 
participants. 
4. The planning and policy processes in the rural area are based largely on 
perceptions. 
5. The rapid change in the object domain is the main reason for participating in 
the CoP. (a sense of urgency to keep up with changes) 
6. In a midstage, a call for reification of the results of the CoP emerges, 
sometimes long before the practical and concrete results are reached. 
7. Our CoPs are areas with Freedom of thought and experimental potential. 
8. The relation with the outer world is crucial for the CoP. (p. 951) 
 
The study proffers five conclusions: 
                                                 
15 They reference a document they have jointly authored that outlines a theoretical framework for 
creating CoPs, but the only copy I can find at the moment is in Dutch. 
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1. The theoretical concept of the CoP works well in complex problem 
environments. It provides a good working structure and is experienced in 
Practice. CoPs can link a wide range of stakeholders in abstract government 
topics. 
2. Alignment, belonging, and intimacy are very powerful parameters of a CoP. 
They are underestimated in planning and policy processes. 
3. The masters roles16 function especially well when the masters integrate in the 
CoP and in the activities. If the masters distance themselves, they do not 
empathize sufficiently with the CoP. 
4. As a social learning environment, a CoP is very appropriate for abstract 
regional planning and policy domains and other complex domains of 
governance. 
5. Conditional steering strengthens the emergence and performance of CoPs.   
(p. 953) 
 
While the authors support the contention that CoPs are increasingly used in the 
public sector and are particularly conducive to working in complex policy environments, 
they also provide some insights into the complexity of how CoPs function. 
Juriado and Gustafsson’s (2007) study examines the emergence of CoPs in a 
temporary event organization involving public and private partners. The research appears 
to have used a Grounded Theory methodology, but this is not entirely clear from the 
article (p. 55) and is based on two research questions: does the fluidity of the organization 
itself affect the establishment and development of communities of practice and, if so, 
how; and how does the public/private dimension affect the development of communities 
of practice with the event studied (p. 51)? They conclude that emergent CoPs can arise in 
short-term events involving both public and private sector organizations, and the: 
“… implication of this is that the value of these kinds of events could be 
measured differently. The value of knowledge sharing is overlooked in events and 
PPP17 projects that are often driven by the demands of cost-efficient delivery of 
services. Our evidence suggests that although the interviewees do intuitively 
realise its existence they lack the tools to quantify and harness the knowledge 
                                                 
16 This is a term they have coined to reference a type of facilitative role. They identify three such 
roles, master of process, master of innovation and master of learning and development (p. 950). 
17 Public-Private Partnerships, sometimes referred to as P3s. 
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generated. Future research needs to address how the value of this knowledge 
could be further harnessed and evaluated.” (p. 59) 
 
There are at least two fascinating points that emerge from this: first, the notion 
that participants may intuitively be aware of the value derived from a CoP, although they 
may not be able to articulate this value; and second, there is a tangible value to the social 
interaction that challenges our traditional means of measurement. 
Hara’s ethnographic case study (2007) examines the role of IT in supporting 
learning and professional identity formation amongst public defenders. The findings 
support the contention that CoPs can serve as effective scaffolding to support 
professional development but are less sanguine in regards to the claims of IT: 
“. . . the use of listserv may help less experienced attorneys to be more efficient in 
their work, but this does not mean that using the listserv is effective in helping to 
develop their career and professional identities. The concept of communities of 
practice is rich, yet complex, and this study has revealed that a high level of IT 
use does not necessarily produce a strong community of practice. Heavy reliance 
on IT use for communicative action may even weaken ties with a community.” 
(p.86) 
 
Again, there is the suggestion that we can’t confuse the medium or conduit for the 
actual community dynamics and meaning-making. 
The remaining five empirically based articles are all focused on the National 
Health Service in Britain, and three of these raise questions about the capacity of CoPs to 
enhance knowledge sharing. The first, Ferlie et al. (2005),18is focused on understanding 
the dynamics of adopting innovations in complex and multi-professional situations. The 
data collection included semi-structured interviews in both stages with the addition of 
secondary data-collected documents (minutes, reports, papers, etc.). The data analysis is 
                                                 
18 The research appears to be part of a larger research initiative as there is reference to earlier 
articles that will provide an “audit trail” for their analysis (p.120). 
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attributed to a “thematic analysis.” The authors offer a number of insights based on their 
research: professional groups produce strong social and cognitive boundaries and 
operated within uni-professional communities of practice that are not easily influenced by 
outside factors; uni-professional CoPs do generate learning and change but also block 
external sources of learning and change; different professional groupings develop distinct 
knowledge bases and research cultures; where CoPs have different epistemologies, 
innovations proposed by one may be judged incredible by another; and “where both 
social and cognitive boundaries exist . . . these interact and reinforce each other. Such 
differences can only be overcome through social interaction, trust, and motivation, and 
they are rarely surmounted where there is a history of distrust.” (p. 131) The study’s 
conclusions differ from others which argue that CoPs enhance the creation and sharing of 
knowledge, because these other studies tend to focus on the experience of single uni-
professional groups while Ferlie et al. have purposefully explored the differences and 
interfaces of both uni- and multi-professional CoPs. 
The second study, Networks, Organizational Learning and Knowledge 
Management: NHS Cancer Networks (Addicott, McGivern, & Ferlie, 2006), also flows 
from the broad research project that produced the previous article. The methodology 
included case studies of four networks19, based on semi-structured interviews and 
historical narrative drawn from documents analyzed with the aid of NVivo software. The 
four individual cases were then compared and analysed for themes. The study results in 
some disappointing observations: “The exchange of knowledge and best practice across 
professions was very limited”; “Overall, knowledge sharing across professional and 
                                                 
19 The reference is to consciously create “human networks,” not “electronic” or IT networks — 
although the human networks are likely supported by IT networks. 
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organizational boundaries was impeded by increased competition for resources within 
each network” (p. 92); and “In this study we also saw distrust between professionals in 
different health care organizations who retained individualistic agendas, retarding 
interorganizational knowledge sharing and learning about best practice” (p. 93). 
Their (Addicott et al., 2006) conclusions also include an interesting observation: 
“The networks were managed rather than organic, so actors spent much time working to 
meet top-down targets and agree mandated protocols” (p. 93). The study’s conclusions 
were no less pessimistic: “The optimistic conclusion is that networks have not delivered 
the knowledge management advantages because they have never really been tried . . . . 
The pessimistic view is, on the contrary, that managed clinical networks have been tried 
and have failed. In practice, they were captured by locally dominant providers and were 
unable to affect significant change . . . . ” It is likely that evidence-driven policy-makers 
will embrace the pessimistic view, though based on the article, it appears that while the 
rhetoric of CoPs was embraced, the actual theory of CoPs was ignored 
“Breakthrough Collaboratives,” which were intended to facilitate a step change in 
quality care across the NHS, and the challenges of knowledge sharing within the NHS, 
was the focus of the third article in this group (Bate & Robert, 2002). Based upon other 
research conducted by the authors, it is suggested that while the Collaboratives appear to 
have had some positive effect, it is “at a modest level in comparison to the claims made at 
the outset of the Collaborative about a ‘break-through change in service provision’”      
(p. 646). Noting that “at the heart of Collaboratives, though unstated, lie many KM 
concepts” (p. 645), the authors embark on an exposition of the evolving KM literature 
and, in particular, the emergence of CoP theory. They offer a trenchant observation: “It 
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appears that KM transfer is not as simple or straightforward as people once believed, that 
knowledge dissemination does not work like some highly contagious ‘foot and mouth’ 
virus, easily caught by those that come near it” (p. 649). They further note that “while the 
NHS has been vigorously promoting evidence-based medicine and the use of explicit, 
expert knowledge in clinical practice, the private sector has been moving in the opposite 
direction, stressing the value of intuitive, tacit knowledge in the quest for quality 
excellence.20 This again prompts us to ask, is tacit knowledge — the knowledge inside 
the heads of hundreds of thousands of NHS employees — an untapped source of 
knowledge and wisdom about good clinical practice in the NHS, and could the 
contribution of Collaboratives be to find better ways of making tacit knowledge about 
quality available to participant NHS organizations” (p. 658)? The conclusions drawn for 
the research include “emphasis needs to move again from partnership to community, with 
‘quality communities of practice’ becoming the organizational building blocks for the 
NHS Plan. The merging of KM practices with Collaborative practices is one promising 
way amongst others of achieving this . . . ” (p. 660). 
Elsey and Lathian’s article (2006) is primarily focused on demonstrating the 
relevance of action research to organizational change through exploring the experience of 
two action research projects. One of these projects “focused on the development of health 
care services for older people, through the establishment of ‘communities of practice’ and 
the use of different knowledge sources; it involved citizens working alongside health and 
social care professional and practitioners” (p. 172). The CoPs which were the subject of 
the research were in fact created and managed specifically for the action research project, 
                                                 




thus it is difficult to consider them truly CoPs. Indeed, the authors note that the contrived 
creation of the CoPs limits the usefulness of their conclusions and state: “Although active 
as multi-sectoral debating forums, the CoPs ceased to exist beyond the seven meetings” 
(p. 183). The study does offer some interesting findings: “One of the major findings of 
the evaluation was that the CoPs did not follow the conventional and relatively linear 
tenets of the evidence-based model of practice . . . Nevertheless, over time the CoPs did 
tap into a wide range of knowledge sources . . . The groups tacitly and rapidly established 
a common currency for their discourse . . . ” (p. 182). The study’s conclusions were 
mixed. While there was little evidence that the CoPs had an effect on local practices 
(considering there were only seven meetings, this is not surprising), “the action research 
confirmed the importance of collective sense-making, and emphasised the socially 
constructed nature of knowledge management with the communities of practice” (p. 183).  
The final article in this collection (Popay, Milinson, Kowarzik, MacKain, Busby, 
& Elliott, 2004) examines the creation of wider “communities of public health practice” 
which where intended to engage “policymakers, managers, and front-line service 
providers within primary care, other NHS organizations, local authority services and the 
voluntary and community sectors — working in a coherent and coordinated way to 
address local (health) priorities . . . ” (p. 339). The research was conducted in two inner-
city locations, using qualitative methods aimed to “illuminate the factors that are acting to 
promote and/or constrain new ways of working in public health” (p. 339). Communities 
of practice was one of two concepts the authors used for their “theoretical and empirical 
exploration” (p. 340).  
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Their analysis identifies three fundamental types of engagement within a 
“community of public health practice” amongst their interviewees (a purposeful sample 
of public and voluntary sector workers):  
1. Core membership: engagement and practice in public health — there was a 
strong suggestion amongst this group that recent policies . . . were facilitating 
engagement because they encouraged the widening of public health vistas; 
2. At the periphery: pragmatic engagement with public health — this group 
adopted a more critical stance and questioned the extent to which ‘old’ public 
health was really widening its scope . . . . and, 
3. Nonmembership: misunderstanding and exclusion — final group of 
interviewees positioned themselves as entirely separate from public health 
practice . . . . (some) focused on the difficulties people had penetrating the 
“health circles’ they perceived to be controlling public health locally. (p. 345) 
 
The conclusions offered also include some interesting observations: “Our research 
suggests that organizational and professional ‘work views’ were leading to resistance to, 
rather than engagement with the public health agenda” (Popay et al., 2004, p. 348), and 
“Our research has revealed how contradictions embedded in policy at both the rhetorical 
and operational level . . . combine with limitations in the practical options open to 
individual nurses as they seek to meet clients needs to severely restrict the way in which 
this (public health nurse) role can develop” (p. 349). Here, again, there is evidence of 
how professional identities can create barrier to knowledge sharing and collaboration and 
the dangers of implementing concepts at the instrumental level, delinked from their 
theoretical foundations. 
The public sector-based literature on CoPs reflects many of the same 
characteristics as the broader CoP literature. The concept is broadly recognized and used, 
often in disparate and potentially conflicting manners. There is a lack of empirical study 
of the CoPs “in the wild,” and the empirical research that is apparent does not explore the 




This review of the relevant literature has covered a significant amount of ground, 
from the early works of Lave and Wenger (1991) through the spread and adoption of 
their concept of communities of practice across various disciplines and sectors, as well as 
the reported experience of CoPs within the public sector. The purpose of this review has 
been twofold: first, to provide a cogent foundation of what CoPs are considered to be and 
how they have been used, and second, to begin to raise sensitizing issues that may 
support the data collection and analysis related to this proposed research. 
There can be little doubt that, as a concept, CoPs have found a broad audience. 
From being used to describe the context or container for situated learning and legitimate 
peripheral participation, which were the two major foci of Lave and Wenger’s (1991) 
original work to being the most widely recognized concept from this work, is impressive. 
Perhaps even more striking has been the shift in focus of one of the concepts co-authors, 
Etienne Wenger, one of the most prolific writers on CoPs. Wenger’s writings 
demonstrate a clear and consistent move away from a deep theoretical perspective to a 
much more instrumental rendering of CoPs. In essence, he appears to have left behind the 
notion of the “whole person” in his writings. Is this apparent shift related to his own 
interests, or is it related to the appetite(s) of his potential audiences? 
While the concept of CoPs has been broadly adopted, there appears to be two 
basic bifurcations in the literature. The first is between the literature related to education, 
both K-12 and post-secondary, and the literature related to management and 
organizations. The second is between the theoretically focused literature and the more 
applied or instrumental literature. While the education literature has been largely 
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excluded from this review, it may indeed offer some useful insights for those whose 
interest in CoPs is related to management and organizational issues. Is this dual 
bifurcation impeding our ability to best understand and use CoPs? 
While the inherent open-endedness of how CoPs have been defined and reified 
has likely aided the spread and application of the concept, it also makes it difficult to 
easily compare or contrast how CoPs have been used. Several observers have commented 
directly on the lack of consistency in application and definition of CoPs. Some writers 
have used the concept as a theoretical construct to explore the development of identity 
and relationships; others have used it as a lens to better describe or understand a 
phenomenon, and yet others have used the concept as a tangible entity with which 
organizations can easily resolve issues — like a bucket to carry and share knowledge. 
Perhaps all of these perspectives and applications of the concept are correct, but equally 
so, each perspective may merely explicate a piece of the whole truth. Several studies raise 
issues related to how the success of CoPs can be measured — is it by the number and 
speed of innovation transfer, by the efficiency of the supporting technology, or do we 
need to create some new measurement capacities? One perspective that appears to have 
remained broadly consistent since Lave and Wenger’s (1991) original discussion is the 
sense that CoPs cannot be overtly managed, directed, or controlled. While some level of 
support or facilitation may be of benefit, each CoP will discover its own unique path. 
There is much evidence that CoPs have been broadly embraced in the public 
sector, which is a rich and complex setting in its own right and which exhibits both 
differences and similarities with other sectors. The array of literature suggests that there 
is more focus within the public sector on the instrumental or applied aspects of CoPs than 
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on the empirical investigation of how they operate and the benefits they generate. There 
has been a long history of the public sector borrowing management and organization 
concepts or tools from the private sector without significant exploration of the differences 
in context and setting. At least one of the articles reviewed (Bate & Robert, 2002) notes 
that the apparently modest success of CoP-like structures in the British NHS can likely be 
linked to the public sector’s lagging behind the theoretical appreciation of such structures 
exhibited by some private sector organizations — the NHS has adopted the super-
structure, but not recognized the foundation.21 Certainly, a number of the empirically 
based articles from the public sector supported the argument that CoPs are a valuable tool 
of policy development and are working with disparate stakeholders and professionals, but 
others noted challenges in the use of CoPs. These challenges, particularly those emerging 
from the various studies in the NHS, all seemed to underscore the complexity of the 
activities taking place within CoPs and the apparent disconnect between the rhetoric of 
knowledge management, collaboration, and inclusivity and the actual practice. 
The culture of inquiry across both the broader literature and that focused on the 
public sector is hard to accurately discern. Clearly, it appears that there is more interest in 
writing about CoPs than there is in the empirical exploration of the application and use of 
CoPs – particularly in the public sector. The empirical research appears heavily weighted 
towards case studies and qualitative methods, including some limited application of GT 
methods. While there appear to be some studies looking at the experience of the 
                                                 
21 While this point resonates with my own experience in the public sector, I wonder if it may also 
explain why some private sector organizations appear to have more success with CoPs (and other 
management concepts) than others — often this is discussed as “alignment” of concept with the 
organization’s values and goals, but it may also be that the concept’s “structure” has to also be 
aligned with its theoretical foundation. 
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facilitators of CoPs, there does not appear to have been any detailed exploration of the 
experience of participants in CoPs. The experience of individual participants within CoPs 
would also appear important to a better appreciation or understanding of the various 
complex interactions amongst and between participants, to which other studies seemed to 
hint at or provided glimpses. 
Finally, the literature raises questions in regard to the contiguous literature. Much 
of the literature on CoPs raises issues of how other theories, concepts, and approaches 
relate to or are embedded in our understanding of CoPs. Some are very explicit in doing 
this, including Lave and Wenger’s (1991) original linkage with situated learning, which 
has a deep and broad literature of its own. Perhaps there is a need to revisit the distinct 
perspectives of situated v cognitive learning. Perhaps many of the applications of CoPs 
fail to recognize the differences and, as Bate and Robert (2002) suggests, approach 
learning and knowledge sharing like a very contagious ‘foot and mouth’ virus. On the 
other hand, what might Mezirow’s (2000) distinction between informational learning and 
transformational learning contribute to our understanding of the dynamics within CoPs? 
Many link CoPs explicitly to knowledge management, information technology, 
communication, and learning organizations, to highlight only a few. But again, is perhaps 
part of the difficulty experienced with CoPs the superficial understanding and application 
of these evolving concepts? Many, however, offer implicit or even nascent linkages to 
concepts which are more difficult to identify. The concept of self-directed learning is 
broadly recognized in both the education and organizational spheres, yet a search for this 
term in the articles on CoPs collected to date generates no occurrences of the concept. 




organizations and creating/sharing knowledge would appear to relate well to the concept 
of CoPs, but again the literature seems silent on any connection. The expansive literature 
on coaching and mentoring would also appear to be fertile ground for contiguous 
concepts and ideas to broaden our appreciation of CoPs — issues of trust, safety, and 
relationships occur in both sets of literature. Finally, a consistent theme running through 
the CoP literature is the sense of individual learning/development and growing capacity 
for meaning-making, yet where is the connection to the literature on human development, 
such as Kegan’s (1995). 
Yes, there has been much written to date on CoPs, but much is left to be explored. 
As Peter Vaill’s (2007) quip quoted at the outset of this chapter challenges, we have yet 
to understand how CoPs work. 
Summary 
This chapter has attempted to establish the context for the proposed research by 
exploring the exiting literature related to CoPs and, more specifically, the use of CoPs 
within the public sector. This review has raised questions in regard to both the theory 
underlying CoPs and how the concept has been both applied and studied. While Chapter I 
outlined the motivation for this research, situated the researcher, and identified the 
research questions, this chapter has provided the foundation for the research and is, 
hopefully, a natural and robust bridge to Chapter III in which a detailed discussion of the 
research methodology will be presented.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 
The next step in framing this research project is to provide the detailed outline of 
the research methodology. Chapter I provided an overview of the heuristic journey 
traveled by this researcher in selecting a research method and the nature of curiosity 
which underlies the research. Chapter II, through a comprehensive review of the relevant 
literature, established both the richness of the communities of practice (CoP) concept and 
its fundamental ambiguity. There remains much to be discovered about how CoPs 
function, and there are many academic disciplinary perspectives that are contributing to 
our understanding of CoPs. This chapter weaves the various threads identified in the 
previous chapters into a single strand of inquiry used in this research. The chapter is 
structured in three sections: 1) a brief recap of how the basic research method was 
chosen, including a more detailed discussion of the structure and process of conducting 
Situational Analysis (SA) and Dimensional Analysis (DA); 2) an overview and 
description of the context in which the research was conducted, the British Columbia 
public service; and 3) a description of the data collection and analysis strategy used for 
this inquiry. 
Selecting the Research Methodology 
The purpose of this section is not to reiterate the lengthy discussion found in 
Chapter I, but merely to recap this discussion as a precursor to the more detailed 
discussion of structure of the chosen methodology in the third section of this chapter. As 
noted in Chapter I, the array of credible research methods has grown significantly over 
the past several decades. The challenges to a positivist epistemology and the emergence 
of post-positivism, social constructivism, and post-modernism have fundamentally 
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reshaped how knowledge claims are substantiated and how research is conducted. 
Increasingly, it is argued that the method must reflect the question being examined and fit 
the situation and the context of the research. Perhaps nowhere is this fit more important 
than in situations involving human relationships and emergent or relatively un-explored 
concepts or phenomena. 
The focus of this research, communities of practice, is both an emergent concept 
— or, in Edmondson and McManus’s (2007) terminology, nascent — and is rooted in 
individual development and relationships. As noted in Chapter II, CoPs have been widely 
adopted as a means to create and share knowledge and to facilitate the learning or 
development of both individuals and organizations, yet what is known about how and 
why CoPs work remains relatively unexplored from an empirical perspective. There is a 
rich patchwork of theory, insights, and technique, but there continues to be many gaps 
and omissions in our understanding of CoPs. 
This research does not purport to be an attempt to fill all these gaps nor to 
generate a grand theory of how CoPs function. The purpose of this research is more 
modest yet still highly ambitious. It is intended to achieve the following ends: 
1. to explore the functioning of CoPs in one situation or application in a 
manner that generates a practical theory or understanding of how CoPs 
function in that situation; 
2. to offer practitioners, both within the general situation in which the 
research is conducted and, hopefully, beyond, with insights and 
explanations that will support their future work and growth; and, 
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3. to make a legitimate contribution to the understanding of CoPs without 
making knowledge claims that are unsupportable but that stretch existing 
boundaries and encourage further research. 
While the object was clearly not to create a generalizable truth from a positivistic 
perspective, there was a desire to go beyond the “thick description” of the phenomena 
that is often attributed to qualitative research. The object of this research was to generate 
a “thick understanding” of the phenomena, and this required an elegant, yet 
comprehensive, analytic structure that maintained a focus on the data collected and 
avoided becoming focused on the process of analysis. 
The nature of the phenomena, CoPs, with the purpose and objectives of this 
research, consistently brought the search for an appropriate research methodology to 
Grounded Theory (GT) and, more specifically, Situational Analysis (SA) and 
Dimensional Analysis (DA). It was felt that this combination of techniques would 
provide the analytic structure capable of deriving a thick understanding of the complex, 
yet compelling, concept of CoPs. 
While Glaser and Strauss’s Grounded Theory (1967) provided the foundation for 
the research method used in this research, the later work of both Schatzman (1991) and 
Clarke (2005b) is more central to the methodology used. The balance of this section will 
briefly describe the aspects of classic GT, which remain core to the approach used for this 
research, as well as the key contributions of both Clarke and Schatzman before 
articulating how these three strands were woven into a single approach for this research. 
There are three principal reasons why this brief description is important: a) Dimensional 
Analysis, while having been widely used, is a method on which little has been written, 
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particularly by its creator, Leonard Schatzman; b) Situational Analysis is a very recent 
development, and it has yet to experience the same level of usage as either classic GT or 
DA; and c) this proposed research was one of the first projects in which DA and SA have 
been applied in combination.1 
Several of classic GT’s core elements are reflected in this research. First, several 
types of data were sought, from documentation and field observation to unstructured 
interviews. Second, the analysis was conducted using GT’s hallmark approach of 
constant comparison, with the data being coded and preliminary analysis being 
conducted as the data was collected. Third, the interviews were conducted based on a 
purposeful sample and augmented with theoretical sampling as appropriate. The 
interview process continued until saturation was reached. Fourth, the general process of 
coding and memoing was followed. Core elements of classic GT that are not reflected 
include: the positivist stance that the research will discover some level of formal or 
substantive theory that can be generalized to other situations; the exploration for basic 
social processes as a means of explaining what is happening; and the exhortation that the 
literature review should not precede the commencement of the research. The intent of this 
selection was to avoid the more positivist elements of classic GT and to undertake a 
clearly constructivist research method. 
Dimensional Analysis 
Schatzman, a contemporary and colleague of Glaser and Strauss at UCSF, has 
made a major contribution to the evolution of classic GT over the past several decades. 
                                                 
1 Both Lisa Kreeger (2007) and Carole Bergeron (2008), have used a similar approach in the 




Schatzman (1991) is critical of Strauss and Corbin’s (1990) attempt to explicate the 
process of conduction GT research for, in his opinion, encouraging researchers, and 
particularly new researchers, to become more focused on the process than on the data. In 
this sense he appears to be making a similar argument to that made by Glaser (1992) 
following the publication of Strauss and Corbin’s first book (1990). On the other hand, 
Schatzman does appear to support the more post-positivist epistemology of Strauss and 
Corbin and their reliance on symbolic interactionism. Unfortunately, Schatzman has left 
it to his many students to offer the broadest understanding of his contribution to research 
methods. 
Dimensional Analysis, as Schatzman referred to his approach (Schatzman 1991), 
reflects his attempt to offer a simpler process for conducting the analysis of the data and, 
more importantly, one that keeps the researcher immersed in the data (not the process) 
and provokes theorizing which is grounded in the data. Schatzman does continue to 
follow the principles of classic GT in terms of the variety of data collected, the methods 
of collection, and the basic approach to coding as described by Glaser and Strauss, as 
well as the constant comparative approach to analysis. Where Schatzman diverges from 
Glaser and Strauss (1967) is in how he structures and executes the analysis of the data, 
which is predicated on identifying the various dimensions of the situation or phenomena 
under study. This focus on dimensions shifts the classic GT research question of “what 
explains what is going on” to a more constructivist “what all is going on here?” 
Dimensional Analysis rests upon a number of assumptions about reality: it is 
always socially constructed; it is always defined from a particular perspective; and it is 
contextually situated (Caron & Bowers, 2000). Caron and Bowers go on to describe the 
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process of dimensionalizing “as a way of constructing meaning . . . (by) . . . selecting 
dimensions, characteristics, or qualities of situations and organizing the relationships 
among these dimensions” (p. 289). In addition, Caron and Bowers offer a variety of 
questions that are asked when applying DA: what are the dimensions of the concept and 
how are these properties related to each other; what is the perspective reflected in the 
text; what are the contextual elements that contribute to definition and use of the concept; 
what are the assumptions the author(s) integrate into the text; and what are the 
implications of how the concept is constructed and used? 
The most tangible feature of DA that distinguishes it from classic GT is its 
reliance on the “explanatory matrix,” which is used to provide a structure or vehicle for 
analysis and deriving explanations (Robrecht, 1995).   Kools et al. (1996) describe the 
centrality of the explanatory matrix as “ . . . the cornerstone of the analytic process. It 
provides a framework that helps to move the analysis beyond description and into the 
realm of explanation”. 
Situational Analysis 
Situational Analysis is clearly a more overt attempt to break from classic GT’s 
positivist undertones. Clarke (2005b) speaks unabashedly of “pushing GT around the 
post-modern curve” and, in doing so, leans heavily on classic GT’s symbolic 
interactionist foundations while also drawing upon the writings of Foucault and other 
post-modernist writers. 
Clarke (2005b), like Schatzman (1991), embraces many of the basic processes 
associated with classic GT including the use of various types of data, unstructured 
interviews, coding, and memoing as well as the constant comparison approach to 
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analyzing the data. She breaks from classic GT, however, on a few fundamental points. 
First, she refrains from pursuing either formal or substantive theory, instead claiming the 
intent of Situational Analysis is intended to generate (not discover) sensitizing concepts 
and theoretical integration toward provocative yet provisional grounded theorizing” 
(Clarke 2003). Second, Clarke leaves behind Glaser and Strauss’s (1967) original focus 
on “basic social process,” relying on Strauss and Corbin’s (1990, 1997, 1998) social 
world/arenas/negotiations and conditional matrices as the starting point for developing 
her analytic technique. She also expresses concern with classic GT’s lack of reflexivity 
(Clarke 2005b). 
Clarke also offers a perspective on how SA can be differentiated from DA: 
“Dimensionality . . . calls for an inquiry into its parts, attributes, interconnections, 
context, processes and implications. His (Schatzman’s) is a move inward on elements. . . . 
The goal (of SA) is to explicitly situate the phenomena of interest in its broader 
situation(s). Here the move is outward, towards specifying relations among elements” 
(Clarke 2005a). 
Context of the Research Study 
The research for this dissertation is situated in the British Columbia public 
service. British Columbia is one of 10 provinces in Canada and is governed by a 
parliamentary style of government that is typical of jurisdictions within the British 
Commonwealth. Canada is a constitutional monarchy, and the basic division of powers 
between the federal and provincial authorities is outlined in the British North America 
Act. Municipalities, which constitute the third order of government in Canada, are 
fundamentally creatures of the provincial governments in each province. 
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British Columbia, which celebrated its 150th anniversary as a united Crown 
Colony in 2008, joined the Canadian confederation in 1871. BC is the second-largest 
province in terms of landmass (fourth-largest sub jurisdiction, if territories are counted) 
and is the third-largest province in terms of population. For comparison, it is 
approximately 2.25 times the landmass of California, while California’s population is 
about 8.5 times that of BC’s; similar comparisons to the United Kingdom indicate that 
BC is about four times the UK landmass, yet the UK’s population is approximately 15 
times that of BC.2 Over the past four decades the BC economy has being shifting from a 
primarily resource-based economy to an increasing dependence on service and 
knowledge industries, and while the population has been growing more rapidly than other 
parts of Canada, most of this growth has been focused on three geographic areas of the 
province (primarily urban), with much of the rest of the Province witnessing static or 
declining population. The province is becoming increasingly multicultural, based both on 
immigration and a rediscovery of cultural roots. 
Politically, the province has a reputation for both colourful and extreme politics. 
In the past two decades the government has shifted from a centre-right party to a centre-
left party and back to a centre-right party. With each shift new policies, legislation, and 
programs have been introduced and many existing ones significantly altered to reflect the 
perspectives of the incumbents. Although consistent with the avowed operations of a 
parliamentary style of government, the BC Public Service operates on the basis of merit 
                                                 
2 This comparison has been constructed using figures drawn from the official British Columbian, 
Californian, and UK government websites (November 14, 2007), and it is intended to provide 
non-Canadian readers some sense of proportion. The United Kingdom is comprised of England, 
Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland, and not to be confused with Great Britain, which is 
comprised of the first three but not Northern Ireland. 
 
89 
and not a “spoils to the winners” model. However, with the shifts in government over the 
past two decades have also come increasing movements in and out of the public service 
at the highest levels (Deputy Ministers, Assistant Deputy Ministers, heads of agencies, 
and Crown Corporations etc.). 
The BC Public Service is organized hierarchically in ministries (sometimes called 
departments both in BC and in other jurisdictions), each with a prescribed set of 
responsibilities and programs. Several central agencies provide various administrative 
and co-ordination functions, but traditionally, each ministry exercises significant 
autonomy within its legislative/program/policy mandate. 
The BC Public Service currently stands at approximate 33,000 FTEs, not 
including independent agencies, subordinate authorities, or contracted staff. This 
generates a per capita ratio of 1/1,300 public servants/citizen. Since 1980 there have been 
four formal initiatives to reduce the size of the BC public service, with the most recent 
being in 2001 with the election of the current government. 
Over the same period the basic complexity of both the BC economy and 
communities has increased, the effects of globalization become more significant, and the 
use of information/communication technology grown — all having a demonstrable affect 
on the BC public service. The demand for services has increased while the resources to 
provide service have become increasingly tighter, and the need for cross-ministry and 
inter-jurisdictional collaboration/cooperation has become more pronounced. In the past 
five years the looming effect of the aging “boomer” cohort has captured the imagination 
of government: there will be more work for a shrinking workforce that is more mobile 
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coupled with the retirement of a significant portion of the public service, with the 
commensurate disappearance of program history. 
There have been a number of attempts over the past 20 years to reinvent or re-
invest in the public service with various reorganizations, training, and recruitment 
initiatives. The current focus of the BC government is to promote the public service as 
the employer of choice and to encourage older employees to consider staying on past 
retirement dates. 
The Method of the Study 
Having briefly outlined the overarching research methodology that will be 
employed and the context in which the research was conducted, attention now turns to a 
more detailed description of how this research was structured and carried forward. It 
should also be noted that several key elements of the study have been dealt with in detail 
in Chapter I, including situating the researcher, bounding the study, and setting the 
research question. The study will focus specifically on the experience of members of a 
number of CoPs situated in the British Columbia Public Service, and the researcher has 
had a long and varied career working in the British Columbia Public Service. The 
research questions are: 
RQ1: What are the social, political, and economic forces that shape the 
communities of practice situated in the provincial government of British 
Columbia and that influence the discourse that emerges from these communities 
of practice? 
RQ2: What is the experience of participants with varying backgrounds and 
attachments in communities of practice within a complex public service? 
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The study unfolded in four stages: preparation, data collection, analysis, and final 
writing. The first two will be described in this chapter, which also contains an overview 
of analytic process. The detailed analytic process and the final writing are captured in the 
next two chapters. Each of the first three stages included a number of steps and, 
recognizing the iterative nature of qualitative research, the stages and steps did not 
proceed in a strictly linear manner. This is particularly true for classic GT, as well as both 
DA and SA, in which the data are exposed to constant comparative analyses: the 
researcher began the analysis as the data were collected, so both steps took place 
simultaneously and the sample continued to evolve until theoretical saturation has been 
achieved. 
The Preparation 
In addition to undertaking the literature review on CoPs and developing the broad 
contextual overview of the BC Public Service presented in Chapter II, the researcher used 
his broad personal network throughout the BC Public Service (BCPS) to lay the 
foundations for this project. The purpose was twofold: first, to seek advice and insight on 
the current state of CoPs within the BCPS, who were seen as the key players, and which 
were the identifiable CoPs; and second, to arrange for access/entree to potential 
interviewees and to gently explore any potential resistance to the research. Over the six 
months prior to commencing the research, 12 conversations were conducted. In each case 
the individual was informed that they may also be approached for a formal interview 
once the data collection commenced. Care was taken to include individuals from various 
parts of the BCPS as well as a number from outside who had extensive contact and 
knowledge of the BCPS. 
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From these early conversations and the contextual milieu, described in the 
previous section, emerged a clear sense of a broad interest in and use of CoPs across the 
BC Public Service. This section will first outline the basic situation for the research, and 
then identify both the particular sites in which the research was conducted and the type of 
participants that were included in the research. 
While this research confirmed that CoPs, as they have become formally defined, 
have existed in the BC Public Service for many years, there are at least two possible 
points at which their formal emergence can be identified. The first is a decision of a few 
senior policy analysts to explore ways of supporting each other by forming a CoP, 
following the most recent downsizing initiative of 2001. This CoP continues to operate 
within the public service, but does not receive any formal support and relies on the efforts 
of its participants to remain vital. The second is the decision of a Deputy Minister (DM) 
in a large resource-based ministry to promote the development of CoPs within his 
ministry as a vehicle to help the ministry reinvent itself and discover its future. The DM 
encouraged the development of CoPs, through both the provision of resources and by 
example, yet has allowed the CoPs to develop dynamically — the focus has been on 
facilitation not micro-direction. 
These two very different points of emergence underscored the importance of 
using a combination of both Situational Analysis and Dimensional Analysis. Clearly, 
establishing a comprehensive macro-level view or map of the various social, political, 
and economic forces that have shaped the CoPs within the BC public service would make 
a significant contribution to the understanding of the participants’ experience in these 
CoPs. Situational Analysis is about creating this macro-level view, while the 
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Dimensional Analysis helped to explicate the internal aspects of the participants’ 
experience. 
The Sites.  
Through the conversations mentioned earlier, several existing CoPs within the BC 
public service were identified. Interestingly, each of the identified CoPs reflected 
differing points of emergence and differing configurations, which essentially reflects the 
ambiguous nature and definition of CoPs as discussed in Chapter II. The one point that 
they all have in common is that they are each actively referred to as a community of 
practice. Rather than opting to explore the experience of participants in only one type of 
CoP, it was possible to explore the experience of participants within one context but 
across a variety of individual CoPs. It was felt that this approach would provide a richer 
understanding and would help keep the research focused on the experience of the 
participants. 
While numerous additional CoPs were identified through this research, the 
following provides a description of the first CoPs identified3 and from which the first 
sample of participants was drawn: 
1. Policy Analysts CoP — originally initiated by a small group of senior 
policy staff following a change of government and the commencement 
of significant restructuring; the CoP is widely recognized across the 
public service but was not created with formal sanction of any authority 
and receives no formal support or facilitation. The CoP has an estimated 
                                                 
3 While a number of the “additional” CoPs were relatively formal entities, many were very 
informal and/or had ceased to exist. Almost every participant in the research acknowledged being 
a member of several CoPs, or “CoP-like” groups, and shared these experiences as well. 
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membership of 100-150 individuals, meets monthly from September 
through May, with formal agendas, and an intra-net site for sharing 
documentation/tools, and regularly has between 25 and 50 participants 
at each session; 
2. Ministry of Forests CoP — originally created at the behest of the 
Deputy Minister, who was seeking a means of engendering learning and 
innovation within the ministry as it moved towards reinventing itself; 
the CoP involves staff across the province and at many levels within the 
ministry; it is formally sanctioned and supported; it has reputedly 
seeded several other CoPs within the ministry; 
3. Human Resource/Organizational Development CoP — originally 
created by a number of human resource staff in both the central agency 
responsible for corporate HR policy and from various ministries across 
the public service; the CoP does not operate with formal sanction or 
support but is recognized across the public service; participants include 
some number of non-public servants who provide HR/OD services to 
the public service and other clients under contract. There are about 15-
20 members, with 10-12 participating in each session, of which there 
are about four per year. The sessions are convened in a member’s home, 
with a pot-luck dinner preceding the work, which is led by one of the 
members; 
4. ADMs CoP — originally developed by a small group of recently 
promoted Assistant Deputy Ministers, participants come from a variety 
 
95 
of program backgrounds and meet to discuss common issues or 
individual challenges (one member referred to the group as a “support 
group”). There appears to be upwards of a dozen members (there is no 
formal count), and depending on availability/schedules, 3-10 ADMs 
gather for an early morning session once a month without a formal 
agenda; and, 
5. Project Managers CoP — originally created to support the work of 
project managers within the information technology services function of 
the public service; participants came from across various ministries, 
although most are employed by a single government agency, and there 
may be a few external contractors; the CoP does not appear to be 
formally sanctioned, but the Deputy Minister responsible for IT services 
provides at least passive support. The CoP tends to be quite structured 
and has regular meetings. 
Within these five broad examples there is obvious variation in both size and 
degree of formality. The variety is consistent with the lack of crisp definition that 
emerges from the literature. Indeed, these examples don’t reflect the much less formal 
“CoP-like” groups that were noted by some participants in this research — for example, 
the group of colleagues from various jurisdictions across Canada who maintained regular 






Data Collection Procedures 
All research is dependent on gaining access to data or the means of creating data. 
In the case of qualitative research, there are a variety of issues that are central to the 
process of data collection. This section will cover the major aspects, including a) gaining 
entrée to the specific sites or CoPs; b) compliance with accepted standards of human 
research policy; c) identifying the types of data to be collected; d) crafting the interview 
template; e) identifying the initial interview sample; and f) conducting the interviews. 
Entrée into the Sites 
Qualitative research is dependent on access to the data, which is most often 
collected through unstructured interviews but also through observation and the review of 
internal documents and correspondence. This form of data collection requires a tangible 
commitment of time on the part of the participants and a level of comfort to expose 
themselves or their documents to a stranger. The researcher, in this proposed study, has 
spent many years working in this public service in a variety of positions and is well 
acquainted with its culture and history. As noted above, contact was made with several 
key gatekeepers prior to the data collection commencing to ensure that there was support 
for the conduct of this study.  
Compliance with Human Research Policy 
Once the proposal was approved and before the data collection will commence, 
all requirements of the IRB process were met. This included the approval of an informed 
consent form that each participant was required to read and sign prior to the interview 
formally commencing.4 
                                                 
4 See Appendix B for a copy of the IRB approval and the Informed Consent form. 
 
97 
Types of Data Collected 
Consistent with classic GT, SA, and DA, a variety of data sources were examined, 
including various forms of documentation and archival materials that existed. The 
primary data collection instrument was an unstructured interview with members of 
identifiable CoPs within the BC Public Service. Over the course of the data collection 
process several documents were also collected. In several cases these were provided by 
the participants directly, while in other cases the researcher sought materials that were 
either directly mentioned or corroborated activities noted by participants. The constant 
comparative method of analysis and sampling technique associated with this type of 
research methodology meant that data was collected over a protracted period of time until 
‘saturation’ has been reached. This is in contrast to other research methodologies that see 
the data collected prior to analysis commencing. 
Research Team 
 Although the data collection and the analysis was done by a single researcher, the 
project was aided by a small group of colleagues familiar with the subject matter and/or 
the research method. The core research team consisted of my dissertation chair, two 
fellow students in the Antioch Leadership and Change PhD program and two colleagues 
who had both recently completed their doctorates. While the team had some involvement 
in shaping the interview template/technique, their major engagement began once the 
analytic processes got under way. Their contribution was significant as they helped 
contain overt researcher bias and suggested alternative interpretations of the data. Every 
member of the research team was required to accept the IRB agreements that had been 
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established, and care was taken to ensure that the interviewees’ identities could not be 
established by anyone but the principal researcher. 
Crafting the Interview Template  
The interviews were facilitated with an unstructured interview template which 
consisted of a standard introductory section and an unstructured content section. The 
introductory section of the interview template consisted of two parts. First, a number of 
introductory statements were included to ensure that participants understood the purpose 
for the study, that the interview would be recorded, and how their rights to privacy were 
protected. Second, the introductory section also included a couple of questions related to 
their particular job/role/background and their involvement with CoPs. This proved 
helpful in framing the interview consistently, ensured that the participant was a member 
of a CoP, and also captured data that offers an overview of the types of individuals 
participating in the research. The unstructured section of the interview was initiated with 
relatively5 standardized question: “Talk to me about your experience as a member of a 
CoP.” 
While the interview template was tested with colleagues familiar with this 
approach to research, there is not the same sensitivity to piloting this type of instrument 
as there is with quantitative surveys. The questions were intended to open a conversation, 
not to extract discrete pieces of information. Once the standard opening was completed, 
each interview took its own unique direction. 
                                                 
5 The term “relatively standardized” is used because over the course of the data collection, several 
variations of the opening question were used depending on the flow of the preliminary 
conversation, the general mood of the situation (formal or informal), and the individual being 
interviewed — e.g., Deputy Ministers interviewed were not members of a CoP, so the question 
had to be modestly altered. 
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Identifying the Initial Sample 
The initial sample was purposefully selected with a focus on subjects who were 
members in one of the recognized CoP identified earlier. The initial sample began with 
contacting four individuals, chosen from amongst the 12 individuals who participated in 
the preliminary conversations noted earlier. These four individuals had all been members 
of one or more CoPs, reflected a cross-section of ministries, and had extensive experience 
within the BCPS. Only three of the initial four actually participated in an interview, with 
the fourth simply not being available, after some effort, to schedule an interview. Of the 
three initial participants, the researcher had previously worked with one and knew 
another slightly through various connections. The researcher had not met the third 
participant prior to the initial conversation. To expand the sample, the researcher asked 
each participant to suggest other individuals who might be appropriate participants. The 
intent of this process was to broaden the pool of potential participants without relying 
solely on the researcher’s personal network and to ensure a sample that reflected a 
breadth of experience, age, and gender diversity. Two of the initial participants also 
shared distribution lists for a few CoPs in which they were members. This process of 
selecting additional participants based on referrals continued throughout the data 
collection process, at which point a total of 21 participants were interviewed.6 
Theoretical Sampling 
The constant comparative method of analysis, which is at the heart of classic GT, 
SA, and DA, requires that the data collection-coding-memoing-mapping-matrix cycle 
continue until saturation is reached. This point, when the emergence of the 
                                                 
6 See Appendix C for a description of the participants. 
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themes/perspectives/elements/relationships appears to stabilize to the extent that no new 
themes are evidenced, came after the first six to eight interviews were completed. At this 
point, the process shifted its focus to exploring more fully several of the key themes that 
have been identified. This more detailed exploration was accomplished through 
theoretical sampling, in which data sources (both interviewees and other types of 
discourse such as policy statements, emails, iconic images of organizations, or formal 
products from CoPs) were sought. In addition to continuing to seek participants who 
would reflect a balance of ministries, program areas, length of experience, age, and 
gender balance, a variety of other perspectives were also sought. Four specific issues 
were explored through theoretical sampling. First was to seek the perspective of 
individuals who self-described as “non-participants.” In one of the first six interviews one 
of the participants, selected for a CoP distribution list, stated that they were not really a 
member of a CoP. Over the course of the interview it became apparent that the individual 
belonged to other CoPs and “tracked” the proceedings of the CoP for which they were on 
the distribution list. Intrigued with the notion that “non-members” may offer useful 
insights, two more self-described “non-members” were also interviewed.  
Second, during one of the early interviews the researcher was informed of a cross-
government committee that had been reviewing the number and functioning of 
committees across the BCPS. Based on this information, two participants in this review 
process (also a member of one or more CoPs) were included in the sample.7  
                                                 
7 Attempts were made to obtain documentary evidence of this review, but none was released to 
the researcher. Several references were made to the review, and its existence was confirmed with 
a number of senior managers known to the researcher. 
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Third, at the suggestion of the dissertation committee (during the proposal stage 
of this research), three Deputy Ministers (DMs) were also included in the theoretical 
sampling. As the most senior public servants in their respective ministries, these three 
participants offered useful insight into how CoPs are recognized/appreciated from a 
corporate perspective. While the interviews with these three participants were 
intentionally scheduled late in the data collection process (Participants #16, 17, and 19), 
the research began the identification process during the first interview, asking each 
participant which Deputies they thought should be included. The researcher chose to use 
these suggestions as the basis to select DMs as a means to mitigate the potential 
researcher bias if the selection had been based on the researcher’s personal network. Of 
the three DMs selected, two were male and one female, and two were career public 
servants while one had been hired in from the private sector by the current government. 
Of the two career public servants, one had been a Deputy in several ministries while the 
other had risen through the ranks of a single ministry. This second Deputy was widely 
acknowledged as a major proponent of CoPs in their ministry and in the BCPS generally. 
The third DM, from the private sector, had been DM in two ministries and also shared 
experiences with CoPs in the private sector. Of the three DMs interviewed, the researcher 
knew only one previous to this research.8 
Fourth, also at the suggestion of the dissertation committee, the research arranged 
to attend — or perhaps more appropriately, arranged to be invited — to a meeting of one 
                                                 
8 The researcher had worked closely with this individual on several occasions over the course of 
25 years, but neither had ever served in the same ministry at the same time. Both the researcher 
and the DM have high regard for each other. Interestingly, this DM would likely not have been 




of the CoPs captured in the research. The CoP was one that included both public servants 
and non-public servants and that met off site outside of work hours. The members of the 
CoP were apprised of the research prior to the meeting, and none raised objections to the 
researcher’s attendance. Originally, the hope had been to attend more than one CoP, but it 
quickly became obvious that getting the appropriate permissions to attend would simply 
be too onerous.9 In addition to attending the CoP, the researcher also made arrangements 
with one of the non-public servant members of the CoP to participate in an interview. 
In regard to the first three issues, sampling continued until the researcher felt 
saturation had been achieved. It was not possible to attend enough CoPs to declare 
saturation had been achieved, but on this issue this was not the intent. Nor was there a 
specific intent to attain saturation in regard to non-public servant members’ experience. It 
should be noted, however, that, the sample did include two participants with clear private 
sector experience with CoPs, including one of the DMs, and in both cases their 
experience appeared highly consistent with that of the public servants. 
Theoretical sampling continued until the researcher was satisfied that a 
comprehensive understanding or explanation could be described. In total, 21 participants 
were interviewed of which 10 were males and 11 females. Excluding the three Deputy 
Ministers, all of whom were over 50 years old, 10 of the remaining 18 participants were 
over 50 years of age, and eight were under age 50. 
Conducting the Interviews 
Each interview was approximately 1.5 hours long, and while following an 
unstructured interview format, they began to take a relatively consistent shape. Each 
                                                 
9 Permission would have to be sought from the CoP members but also from various government 
officials to attend “on site” meeting.  
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interview would begin with a short overview of the genesis, the intent of the research, 
and a description of how the interview would proceed, followed by the signing of the 
Informed Consent form. The next piece of each interview was collecting some basic 
demographic information from each participant.10 These two introductory pieces would 
take about five minutes. 
The balance of each interview was engendered with a simple invitation to share 
what they would like about their experience in CoPs. The responses to this invitation 
varied in length and detail. Some interviewees seemed comfortable with the openness of 
the invitation while some appeared a bit anxious in regard to “am I giving you the 
information you need?” It became apparent that some participants found the intent 
listening without response by the researcher uncomfortable, so after the first few 
interviews an explanation of this demeanour was included in the introduction to ensure 
the participant that everything was okay, and that the researcher needed to “hear them 
and not have the researcher’s interests refracted through them.” 
As the interviews progressed, a number of common themes or issues were 
intentionally listened for or raised, including how the rules for each CoP emerged, the 
types of benefits the participant attributed to their membership in a CoP, the possibility of 
measuring the benefit derived from CoPs, the required/appropriate resources, and the 
reaction to outside direction or agenda setting for the CoP. In many cases these issues 
would be clearly raised in the context of the participants’ response to the opening 
invitation to share their experience, but if they weren’t, care was taken to let the 
participant complete their initial response before probing on these issues. Care was also 
                                                 




taken to seek clarification on the meaning of responses rather than assuming that the 
researcher knew the intent or meaning of how the participant used particular words and 
phrases. 
A couple of standard closing questions also evolved over the course of the data 
collection. One was to ask the participant how they would respond to a DM if asked 
about CoPs. Specifically, the question was cast as an “elevator speech” in response to 
what CoPs are all about and what the DM should know about them. The second was a 
simple question of “is there anything else you would like to add or that you are surprised 
that I haven’t asked about?” Both questions provided a useful way to observe how the 
participant had consolidated their views over the course of the interview, and to reinforce 
what were the important parts of the interview.  Interestingly, virtually no-one had 
anything more to add; most felt good about the interview. The one surprise that a few 
raised was that a definition of CoPs had not been provided at the start of the interview. 
In addition to handwritten notes taken by the researcher, each interview was 
electronically recorded and professionally transcribed. The handwritten notes were taking 
primarily to identify potential follow-up questions and to keep track of the interview in 
real time. The researcher checked each transcript against the recording by listening to the 
recording while reading the transcript to ensure accuracy, particularly of proper names, 
verb tenses, and negative v. positive syntax.11 The recording/transcription provided both 
an aid to the analysis process and a clear audit trail for the research. All of the 
participants confirmed that the researcher could extract quotes as long as they (the 
participant) remained anonymous.  
                                                 
11 There were several instances were the transcription had misconstrued a negative as a positive 
— e.g., “doesn’t” as “does.” 
 
105 
The Preliminary Analytic Processes 
The second step in this research project is the preliminary data analysis processes. 
As noted earlier one of the major features of GT, SA, and DA that distinguishes it from 
other methodologies is the use of the constant comparative method, which means the data 
analysis begins very early in the data collection stage and continues throughout the 
collection of data. This approach to data collection and analysis, which is both iterative 
and integral, required the researcher to avoid seeing the project as a linear point-to-point 
process and to see the research unfolding, or perhaps progressing, in a spiral fashion 
based upon the direction that emerges from the various data. This iterative/integral or 
spiral nature of the research is amplified with the combination of analytic techniques (SA 
and DA) that was used in this research. This section outlines the elements of the 
preliminary analytic processes that were used, but it must be underscored that they should 
not be seen as discrete steps. Two of the analytic processes that can also be seen as 
“preliminary” processes have already been described in some detail: the research team 
and the theoretical sampling. Not only did each of these preliminary analytic elements 
inform each other, they also informed and refined the data collection process as well as 
drove both the Situational Analysis and Dimensional Analysis. 
Coding and Memoing 
The foundation of all of the analytic work was based on coding the interviews and 
memoing, which are techniques consistently used across classic GT, SA, and DA. Coding 
refers to the “analytic processes through which the data are fractured, conceptualized and 
integrated to form theory” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998a,  p. 3). A total of 371 coding free 
nodes were generated across the 21 interviews. Memoing refers to creating the “written 
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records of analysis that may vary in type and form” (p. 217). Clarke notes that 
“inadequate memoing is a major problem of almost all research projects,” and also argues 
the importance of researchers recording what they don’t see or, as she states, “we need to 
attempt to articulate what we see as the sites of silence in our data” (Clarke 2003, p. 561). 
Over the course of the analytic process, 44 memos were created in written form with 
additional memos on most of the interviews created verbally (recorded on a digital 
recorder) immediately following the interview. Memoing was conducted in a variety of 
ways. The most frequent was at the end of a coding session, but often memoing was used 
to capture thoughts that occurred outside of the coding process — for example, in 
conversation with one of the research team or while traveling. 
The interviewing/coding/memoing cycle continued until saturation was reached, 
and as noted earlier, the nature of the interviewing shifted over time as themes begin to 
emerge. At the completion of the data collection preliminary analysis steps, the research 
shifted to the secondary analysis which will be introduced later in this chapter and more 
thoroughly discussed in Chapter IV. 
Using Computer Software 
While there continues to be debate about the use of computer programs in the 
analysis of qualitative data (some argue that it separates the researcher from the data 
and/or it mechanizes the analysis), this study used the NVivo analytic software. This 
decision reflected the researcher’s familiarity and comfort with software, the ease of 
manipulating and re-examining the data afforded by this tool, the time and work involved 
in hand analysis, and perhaps most importantly, it provided a comprehensive and rigorous 
audit trial for the research. 
 
107 
It must be noted, however, that not all of the features of NVivo were used, simply 
because of the complexity of the program and time needed to learn how to effectively use 
many of the features. Ultimately, NVivo was used to capture the interview transcripts and 
written memos and to do the coding at both the free node and tree node levels. The actual 
detailed analysis of the data, identifying relationships, and arriving at the fundamental 
understanding of the phenomena, was done using the processes associated with SA and 
DA, which will be discussed in the next section. In an attempt to mitigate the potential 
distancing of the researcher from the raw data, each recorded interview was listened to at 
least twice — once to check the accuracy of the transcript prior to the initial coding of the 
interview, and again prior to beginning the DA work. The researcher found this multiple 
“re-hearing” of each interview very valuable in capturing the intonation and sense of each 
participant — in effect, it anchored each participant’s comments in the researcher’s mind. 
Situational Analysis and Dimensional Analysis 
As discussed earlier in this chapter, both Situational Analysis and Dimensional 
Analysis are analytic models or frameworks that have been developed to both extend 
classic GT and to provide researchers techniques that help to move through the data 
without becoming stuck or drifting towards a more descriptive use of the data. Both 
approaches can use various types of data and both are driven from the coding and 
memoing processes. To use both processes in one research project is a very recent 
development, but their distinct yet compatible foci provided a powerful combination for 
deriving “thick understanding” from the data collected. While Situational Analysis is 
particularly adept at explicating the situation or contextual elements of the phenomena 
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being investigated, Dimensional Analysis is adept at explicating the relationships and 
interconnections within the phenomena. 
The following section provides a brief overview of the processes used in this 
research. The intent is not to offer a comprehensive description of SA and DA but to 
merely highlight those aspects that were key to this research. In essence, this discussion is 
a guide to the more detailed description of the analytic process and the findings of this 
research that follows in Chapter IV. 
Situational Analysis was the first technique applied to the data. Key to SA is the 
assumption that “everything in the situation both constitutes and affects most everything 
else in the situation in some way(s)” (Clarke, 2005b). The formal output of SA is the 
creation of three different types of maps that, in combination, offer a comprehensive 
image of the “situation.” As described by Clarke, these three maps are: 
1. Situational maps that lay out the major human, nonhuman, discursive, and 
other elements in the research situation of inquiry and provide analysis of 
relations among them; 
2. Social worlds/arenas maps that lay out the collective actors’ key nonhuman 
elements, and the arena(s) of commitment and discourse within which they 
are engaged in ongoing negotiations — meso-level interpretations of the 
situation; and, 
3. Positional maps that lay out the major positions taken, and not taken, in the 
data vis-à-vis particular axes of difference, concern, and controversy around 
issues in the situation of inquiry. (p. xxii) 
 
While preliminary versions of all three types of maps were developed in the early 
stages of the analytic process, only the first two types were deemed to add materially to 
the understanding of CoPs. While preliminary Positional maps were sketched, there 
seemed to be very few differences in the perspectives amongst the various participants on 
the major issues that emerged. While another researcher may have reached a different 
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conclusion, it was decided that pursuing the development of a series of detailed Positional 
maps would not contribute significantly to the results of this research. 
The possibility of one or more of the SA maps not being used was anticipated 
prior to the commencement of the research, but working with all three types of maps was 
an important part of the methodology. Clarke describes the maps as having significant 
elucidative properties, being easily interpreted and re-interpreted as well as promoting 
reflexivity in the researcher (Clarke, 2005b, p. 30). In essence, the researcher has used all 
three types of maps to promote reflexivity but has decided to include only those maps 
that appear to offer the most elucidative properties to the reader. It is hoped that the maps 
included in Chapter IV will be of interest to practitioners wishing to better understanding 
how CoPs may function in similar contexts or situations. 
Situational mapping was the primary focus of the SA process for this research. 
The Situational map was created using various forms of available data, including 
interviews, documents, and the researcher’s personal experience and observation of the 
BCPS. As prescribed by the methodology, a two-step process was used, with first a messy 
map being created based upon the initial data collected. The messy Situational map was 
really an iterative process, with several versions or variations of the messy map being 
developed as the data collection process unfolded. These messy Situational maps were 
used by the researcher to explore the potential relationships amongst the emergent 
elements — what all is here, what are the relationships, what is making a difference? In 
essence, they were used to draw the researcher into the data.  
The second step in creating the Situational map was the rendering of i”or working 
maps from the messy maps, based on the data that was collected throughout the project. 
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The ordered or working Situational map was a more cogent rendition of the messy maps, 
based on the researcher determination of what appears to best explain what is happening. 
The mapping process, as noted, continued through the duration of the analysis process 
and was used, in the first instance, to help provide a clear foundation for the Dimensional 
Analysis that was also undertaken. 
A Social Arenas map was also created as part of the analytic process. Again, this 
map was first created in a messy version that was subsequently ordered as the data 
collection process concluded. While the Social Arenas map is potentially less valuable 
than the Situational Map to the overall understanding of CoPs, it is used in this research 
to offer an overview of the various types of participants interviewed. Simply put, it is 
presented to help clarify one aspect of the context for the reader. 
It should be clarified that while a SA messy map was the first major piece of 
analysis to be undertaken, there was a fluid movement between the mapping processes 
and the explanatory matrix development which is core to DA — one informed the other 
until the analysis is completed. 
Dimensional Analysis was the second analytic technique employed in this 
research. DA also uses a structured, visual depiction of the data, the explanatory matrix, 
to aid the analytic process. The following rendering of an explanatory matrix template 
identifies the components and layout of the technique, and an explanation of how the 




Figure 3.1 — Explanatory Matrix 12 
The researcher used the explanatory matrix as “an organizational prototype . . . 
(to) differentiate the innate characteristics of identified dimensions into various 




Designated salient dimension to be 
iteratively integrated by the 
explanatory matrix
Strategies/Processes 
•. . . of people, 
technology, groups 
•Impelled by prevailing 
conditions and result in 
intended or unintended 
consequences 
•Emerges from the data 
Impact/Consequences
Aspects, drawn from the 
context, that facilitate, 
block, or in some way 
shape actions or 
interactions 
•Outcomes of specific 
actions/interactions in the 
context of the particular 
situation 
Context (From the Situational Analysis) 
                                                 
12 This Explanatory Matrix was developed by Lisa Kreeger and used in her PhD dissertation 




al., 1996, p. 318). Robrecht (1995) offers an accessible description of how the researcher 
used the identified dimensions to execute a cycle of inductive and deductive reasoning 
that arrives at a “dense theoretical explanation” (p. 175): “the dimensions have no form 
until the researcher takes a perspective or viewpoint, on the information (data) . . . . Each 
perspective gives a different configuration to the data; it tells a different story . . . . The 
scientist (researcher) selects a perspective by first allowing each dimension to serve as 
the guiding perspective . . . . The dimension(s) that are most salient to the main concern 
of the participants then begin to take precedence over other dimensions. These more 
salient dimensions are those that provide a more fruitful theoretical explanation of the 
central action or process” (p. 175).  By shifting through the various perspectives, the 
researcher was able to identify the most salient of the explanatory dimensions, which then 
becomes the focal point of the theory grounded in the data. This rotation of each 
dimension through the key position of perspective within the matrix to find the most 
complete or satisfying explanation is broadly akin to the process of rotating the barrel of 
a kaleidoscope to find a particularly pleasing or satisfying configuration. 
Similar to SA, DA follows a two-step process as described by Caron and Bowers 
(2000): first is the identification phase in which the researcher identified as many of the 
dimensions involved without attempting to attribute meaning to the dimensions; and 
second is the logistic phase in which the “researcher integrates the dimensions into a 
more sophisticated analysis” or explanation (p. 296). At the commencement of the DA, 
16 potential dimensions were identified, and through the use of the Explanatory Matrix 




clarified the names and descriptors for these six dimensions and surfaced a seventh, and 
ultimately the core, dimension. 
Summary 
There can be little doubt that this research project was both complex and 
ambitious. This was anticipated, as the principal focus of the research — the concept and 
use of communities of practice — is both complex and ambiguous. Similarly, the context 
of the research — a large, hierarchical public service — is equally complex in its 
structure and operation, and it is in a constant state of evolution as it faces changing 
circumstances and expectations. The research design was also complex, using a 
combination of techniques in a manner that is both emergent and integrative. It is argued, 
however, that to do justice to the topic and to begin to understand CoPs in a manner or at 
a level that helps them to be used successfully, and not to become yet another “silver 
bullet,” demanded an ambitious approach.
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CHAPTER IV: FINDINGS 
Even they admit it is sometimes too much. 
Everyone talks about the job after work 
But who else but these speak about it night and day?1 
 
Introduction 
The research for this dissertation began with a curiosity about the evolution and 
use of Communities of Practice (CoPs). Of particular interest was the actual experience 
of the participants, which appeared to be underrepresented in the existing literature. The 
preceding chapters have outlined the genesis of this curiosity, reviewed the concept as it 
emerges from the literature, provided a brief overview of the British Columbia Public 
Service — the setting or context of the research — and described how the research was 
conducted. This chapter will present the findings of the research that, in turn, will provide 
the foundation for the conclusions to be offered in the fifth and final chapter. 
The chapter will proceed in four parts. The first will offer some broad 
observations that emerge from the data collection process and briefly describe the 
experience of transitioning from data collection to analysis. The intent is to provide the 
reader a sense of how the data collection and analysis processes, themselves, contributed 
to the findings of the research. The second and third sections will present the findings of 
the Situational and Dimensional Analysis, respectively, and will constitute the majority 
of the chapter. The fourth part of the chapter will offer a short recap of the findings and a 
bridge to the modelling which emerges from the findings and the explication of the 
phenomenon for practitioners which will be presented in the fifth and final chapter. 
 
                                                 
1 An extract from a poem by Tom Wayman entitled “Friends Logging,” found in an anthology of 
his poems Did I Miss Anything” (1993). 
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Transitioning through the Analysis to the Findings 
As noted in Chapter III, the relative widespread use of CoPs in the BC Public 
Service was identified prior to commencing this research. What had not been anticipated 
was the level of recognition the concept had at various levels within the public service. 
Many of the interviewees also appeared to be familiar with the name Etienne Wenger, 
and several noted that they had attended a presentation (or read the material distributed) 
by Wenger to the BC Public Service. At least one article had been published in an in-
service newsletter outlining the concept and the history of one of the more prominent 
CoPs in the BC Public Service.2 Another example of the level of acceptance of CoPs was 
that a group of middle managers fashioned their Leadership Challenge project around the 
use of CoPs as a vehicle to increase employee engagement in the public service.3 A 
second observation is that many of the interviewees with a long attachment to the public 
service spoke of their participation in CoPs or “CoP-like” gatherings over 15 to 20 years 
ago — prior to the introduction of the term CoP. Sometimes they would note that they 
were unsure if they had heard of CoPs at the time, but others simply applied the moniker 
without any apparent hesitation. There was clearly a sense of comfort with the concept 
and an apparent recognition that the basic structure or process of CoPs had been in 
evidence for a long period of time. 
Following the constant comparison analytic process necessarily means that 
analysis is being conducted throughout the data collection process. It is not until the more 
formal application of the SA and DA processes are brought into play, however, that it 
                                                 
2 See Appendix E. 




becomes apparent that several of the data points and/or concepts appear to be applicable 
in both analytic strategies. Upon quick reflection this is not surprising, since it is a single 
phenomena being explored, but it does raise two issues of which the reader should be 
apprised. The first is it was frequently necessary to decide which analytic approach (SA 
or DA) would be best used for a particular issue or element since many, if not most, 
could be used in both approaches. To explore all of the potential issues and elements in 
both types of analysis would have presented the reader with a confounding array of 
observations, thoughts, and potential insights. In this chapter each element or issue will 
be discussed in relation to the analytic approach which the researcher feels it made the 
most insightful or compelling contribution. 
The second is that it became apparent in conversation with others that the 
perspective or vantage point of the reader helps inform which type of analysis is likely to 
be most attractive to them. The individual seized with determining how to meet corporate 
objectives is likely to find the SA findings most compelling, while for the reader driven 
by a curiosity about how individuals experience CoPs, the DA findings are likely the 
most intriguing. This, in turn, presents the researcher with a significant challenge — how 
to strike the appropriate balance of SA and DA findings that provides each type of reader 
an inviting entry point into the data and that presents a clear understanding of both the 
context or environment in which the phenomena exists and “what all is going on” within 
the phenomena. As noted in Chapter III, in Clarke’s (2005b) distinction SA’s 
fundamental stance is looking out from the phenomenon to describe and understand the 
situation or context in which it exists, while DA’s fundamental stance is looking in to the 
phenomenon to describe and understand what is taking place within.  
 
117 
As these two challenges began to emerge through the formal analytic processes, 
the stated intent of the research and the two research questions were used to guide the 
presentation of the findings. In Chapter I is a short statement of fundamental objective of 
the research: 
The ultimate objective of the research is to explicate the complexity 
inherent in communities of practice in a manner that aids practitioners to 
understand and successfully facilitate communities of practice. The inherent 
metaphor for the research is “to create an accessible map of the territory” that 
provides a practical bridge between the theory and the practice, thus supporting 
practitioners to successfully navigate this terrain in their own organizations. 
 
The research questions also presented in Chapter I included: 
RQ1: What are the social, political, and economic forces that shape the 
communities of practice situated in the provincial government of British 
Columbia and that influence the discourse that emerges from these communities 
of practice? 
 
RQ2: What is the experience of participants with varying backgrounds and 
attachments in communities of practice within a complex public service? 
 
With the objective and the two questions in mind, the researcher concluded that 
the most efficacious approach is to begin with a brief overview of the SA findings as a 
means to set the broad context for the phenomena and to provide the outer limits of the 
research conducted. In essence, this means that the discussion of the SA findings will be 
limited or constrained. Once the situational setting is outlined the work of explicating the 
complexity and developing the map of the phenomenon, CoPs, will be addressed using 
the findings of the DA. In effect, through the DA the reader will become immersed in the 
phenomena itself. 
The six elements that will be discussed as part of the SA represent the diverse 
forces and expectations that shape the BC Public Service and the day-to-day work lives 
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of the CoP participants interviewed for this research.4 The principal focus of the research, 
the experience of the participants, is captured by the core or central dimension and six 
analytic dimensions that emerged from the DA. As is discussed in greater detail later in 
this chapter, the six analytic dimensions will be grouped into an inner trio and outer trio. 
The outer three dimensions (Structuring, Resourcing, and Leveraging) can be seen as the 
interface between the SA and the DA. These three dimensions could easily be re-aligned 
as part of the SA. The inner three dimensions (Partaking, Interacting, and Learning) are 
clearly aligned with the experience of the CoP members. 
The Situational Analysis 
The Situational Analysis findings are most directly relevant to Research Question 
#1 as they highlight the prevailing elements or forces that shape the context in which the 
participants’ experience CoPs in the BC Public Service. Explicating the full context or 
situation in which participants’ experience CoPs, however, would be a daunting task and 
could add a layer of detail to this dissertation that would obscure the primary objective of 
the research. Yet it is important that the reader be offered a clear depiction of the key 
elements of this context as a means of more fully appreciating the participants’ 
experience in CoPs. 
To achieve this balance of detail and cogency, the discussion of the SA findings 
will be presented in two parts. The first is a brief discussion of a Social Arenas Map to 
provide some important perspective on the relationships amongst the various individuals 
                                                 
4 These have purposefully been limited to those elements that appear most salient or significant in 
terms of providing a clear overview of the “situation” — many other elements can be suggested 
from the research.  
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interviewed as part of this research. The second will focus on six elements that are clearly 
grounded in the data.5 
Social Arena Mapping 
A brief description of the various relationships between and amongst the 
participants interviewed, in the form of a Social Arenas’ Map (see Figure 4.1), offers a 
number of useful insights. An overview of the demographic profile of those interviewed 
was provided in Chapter III, and the intent is not to replicate this information here. 
Rather, the intent is to provide a graphic depiction of the various relationships 
encountered in the research. 
 
Figure 4.16 — Social Arenas Map of the Interviewees7 
                                                 
5 By “grounded in the data,” I mean that these elements, in one form or another, were raised in 
more than one of the interviews and which are broadly supported by other data identified. Many 




As the interview process proceeded, the variety of actors and their 
(inter)relationships quickly rose to the surface, and there simply doesn’t appear to be a 
single set of clear, discrete actors. The first distinction which has to be raised is between 
the use of “participant,” to denote (either individually or collectively) those interviewed 
as part of this research, and “member,” to denote those who acknowledged belonging to 
or taking part in one or more CoPs. All of the individuals interviewed are thus 
“participants,” but not all “participants” are “members.” A second point of clarification is 
that a few “participants” provided more than one perspective — for example, one 
participant who was a “member” was also a Senior Manager, an HR Type, and a policy 
specialist. Furthermore, not all members were equally active in a CoP, with some noting 
that their involvement in a CoP fluctuated between being very active and non-active, 
depending on their level of interest and the other demands on their time. A few self-
professed non-members actively monitored a CoP, though they didn’t attend in person. 
This map was created to demonstrate some of the salient inter-relationships that 
emerged through the interviews, but there is no pretext to having captured all of the 
relationships or to having them arrayed in an absolute manner. Some general 
observations drawn from this map include: 
1. All of the CoPs formally encountered existed within the BC Public Service with 
one, the OD Network, straddling the boundary between the public service and the 
                                                                                                                                                 
6 Will the content and structure of all the figures in this dissertation emerge from the data 
and are the author’s own analytic work credit for rendering them into truly informative 
figures must go to my friends Stephan and Valerie at iD2 Communications in Victoria 
BC, Canada 
7 It should be noted that no attempt has been made to include the political actors in this map but to 
remain focused on the relationships amongst the participants interviewed. 
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broader community. It is unclear how many CoPs exist with this straddling 
profile, but it is unlikely that the OD Network is the only one. 
2. What is missing from the schematic is the variety of Ministries represented. They 
are often regarded as “silos” and, as noted earlier, can each have their own unique 
cultures. 
3. The size, shape, and location of each “type of member” is not intended to reflect 
precise relationships, merely relative or approximate relationships. 
4. The sub-worlds of the Members’ Social World is the most complex set of 
relationships — they are all in a state of dynamic flux or motion: 
a. Conveners/leaders can/do change over time — some are formally 
selected/identified while others are informally selected, and in some cases the 
“leadership” is itself an emerging phenomenon. 
b. Members’ level of activity (heavy or light) shifts back and forth based on a 
variety of impetuses or motivations 
c. Some Members are also Senior Managers and/or HR Types (including at least 
one Convener who was also an Assistant Deputy Minister), but a member’s 
involvement, as will be noted in the DA, is not coloured by position or title. 
d. There is no single or universal reason for their membership in a particular 
CoP, though there are many “similar” reasons — typically, it is a 
“constellation” of reasons that a participant offers to explain their attraction to 
a CoP. This will be explored in more detail in the DA. 
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5. The “non-member” participant in the research shared a remarkably similar 
perspective of the benefits and purposes of CoPs to those held by the participants 
who were also “members.” 
While it is dealt with in Chapter III, it bears mentioning again that insights 
attributed to participants who are Senior Managers, HR Types, and self-described non-
members are each based on a purposeful rather than representative sample. 
The Six Key Elements Emerging from the Situational Analysis 
The six key elements that emerge from the SA include: Growing Complexity; 
Government Agenda; Role and Culture of the Public Service; Government Structure and 
Organization; Organizationally Focused Objectives and Outcomes; and Human Resource 
Requirements. In effect, these elements represent a layering of detail of the situational 
elements that emerge primarily from the interviews but are also supported by other data. 
Figure 4.2 presents these elements in relationship to each other. The sense of this 
relationship, as depicted, is that of the researcher spiralling into the data and developing a 
thicker understanding of the context as the phenomenon in question, CoPs, is approached. 
Of particular importance is to recognize that while these six elements are discussed as six 
discrete and individually identifiable elements, in fact they are more accurately a blend or 
mélange of issues, themes, and concepts that collectively set the context and that take on 
slightly different nuances from element to element. They are presented here as discrete 
elements merely for the sake of clarity. 
Also important to note is that this explication of the context or situation is 
particularly reflective of the participants’ understanding of the context as it emerged 
through the interviews. Using the interview data as the primary focus for the SA was 
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intentional, as the objective of this research is to explore the experience of the CoP 
members. It was deemed appropriate to use the interview data as the foundation for 
conducting the SA. Other data sources have also been used to substantiate, balance, and 
extend the analysis driven by the interviews with CoP members. First is the inclusion of 
three Deputy Ministers in the interview process, none of whom are members of a formal 
CoP.8 While the Deputies are also part of the “situation,” their observations can offer 
important insights into how public servants perceive the context in which they work. 
Second is the use of government documents that provide insights into the more formal 
and/or corporate understanding of the situation (footnoted, where relevant, throughout the 
text). Third is the material produced by both the academic and popular press regarding 
globalization, the growing complexity of the world, and ways in which the role of 
government and the public service is evolving. A high-level overview of this material is 
presented in Chapter II, and while there is no intent to recreate this overview here, 
references to some of this material will be included in the SA. Fourth, the researcher has 
over 25 years experience working in the BC Public Service and possesses firsthand 
experiences, knowledge, and opinions on these issues. While care will be taken to limit 
the extent to which this personal knowledge colours the analysis and to acknowledge 
when this knowledge is in play, there is no pretence that the researcher has (or can) hold 
himself above the data in a purely objective manner. 
The six elements that emerge from the SA are arranged in Figure 4.2 to reflect the 
significance or prominence accorded them during the interviews as they pertain to the 
                                                 
8 The use of the word “formal” is purposeful as all three acknowledged they had participated in 
“CoP-like” processes, but none considered they were currently members of a formally identified 




members’ experience in CoPs — the more frequently raised issues and/or those that were 
most fully discussed by the interviewees being depicted closer to the phenomenon itself. 
 




The sense of growing complexity permeating work in the BC Public Service was 
a theme that emerged consistently through the interview process. It is a theme that is also 
noted by many observers of the fields of management and organizational development.9 
                                                 
9 Several documents in the bibliography capture this concept, including Kegan’s (1995), Peter 
Vaill’s (1989), Gareth Morgan’s (1997), Jon Rosenhead’s (1998, 2001). 
 
125 
The following few paragraphs provide a brief overview of the principal issues that 
illuminate this growing complexity that was highlighted through the interviews. 
Regularly throughout the interviews reference would be made about the growing 
pervasiveness of information technology that is engendering two trends: first, the 
“democratizing” of information allowing the “non-expert,” “alternative experts,” special-
interest representatives, and the broader public access to the same types of information as 
the advisers and policy-makers. This means that there are more voices wishing to be 
included in the decision-making process, and more voices that can legitimately claim to 
have access to expert advice. Similarly, advances in information and communications 
technology have resulted in ideas moving rapidly across geographic and jurisdictional 
boundaries. Increasingly, examples of good policy or programs from other jurisdictions 
are raised as exemplars, with little recognition of the potential political and/or cultural 
differences between the originating jurisdiction and BC. 
As British Columbia’s population has grown over the past 25 years, it has also 
become increasingly multicultural. In turn, this growing multicultural make-up of the 
community has bought great richness to the communities and, at the same time, has given 
rise to challenges to how public policy is both conceived and implemented. Policy-
makers have had to respond to new/more cultural values and communicate in more 
languages. This has been particularly true in the social policy areas, such as health and 
education, but also in the delivery of government services.  
Several participants in this research, particularly those who had been with the 
public service for longer, expressed the perception that there were both more stakeholders 
and more organizations representing stakeholders demanding to be involved in the 
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development and implementation of public policy. Some noted that it isn’t just an issue 
of more stakeholder organizations but that these organizations were becoming more 
sophisticated. Frequent examples would be made in regard to natural resource policy, 
where it had been typically just the industry and the government directly involved but 
now environmental, local government, and First Nations’ interests had to be engaged. 
Where once it was relatively straightforward to identify the best answer when it was 
fundamentally a negotiation between two parties, the growing requirement to reflect or 
account for the growing variety of values, opinions, and needs legitimately vying for 
influence makes the discussion of public policy more challenging and less open to 
speedy, simple resolution. While broadening the range of participants in the dialogue is 
recognized as a benefit, the actual mechanics of this engagement is challenging.  
In the face of the growing body of information to be absorbed, the speed at which 
information can be transmitted or accessed, and the growing numbers of stakeholder 
voices to be considered there is a least one variable that is not expanding — time. One 
participant, a relatively new member of the public service, captured this complexity well 
when they described policy work this way: .” . . it’s sort of become black science or black 
magic.”  
There is no attempt to suggest that these trends are negative or regressive. In fact, 
they are potentially all positive contributors to or signs of a vibrant, democratic 
community. But they also contribute to the level of complexity in the creation and 






By definition, public servants in the Westminster-model of government (and 
generally in all democratic forms of government) are expected to be non-political and 
non-partisan. Yet they are also the agents responsible for creating and implementing the 
political directions set by the elected government. With each election can come dramatic 
shifts in agenda set by government. Thus, the context and work of the public service can 
change significantly. 
As outlined in Chapter II, the 2001 provincial election in British Columbia 
witnessed a change in government from the centre-left New Democratic Party to the 
centre-right BC Liberal Party. The new government, now in its second mandate, came to 
office with a comprehensive and detailed agenda. Some of the significant agenda items 
were raised in the interview process. As one participant said: “Because, you know, when 
the Liberals took power, there is a significant shift in strategy, cultures, and the way 
things are done” (Participant #9). Some of these shifts include.10 
 the New Era Vision commitment of the new government became a foundation 
piece in the planning and budgeting work of all ministries.11  
 the Core Review program that set out a comprehensive format for the review and 
justification of all government programs, including targets for both spending and 
employee reductions;12  
                                                 
10 While each of these items was noted in one or more of the interviews conducted, they are also 
well covered in both the media and government publications. In each case at least one non-
interview based reference is provided. 
11 An overview of the contents of the New Era plan can be found in the British Columbia 




 the establishment of performance “holdbacks” for Ministers and Deputy Ministers 
tied to tangible performance measures;13  
 a commitment to reduce regulation (“cut red-tape”) by 50%;14 
 the privatization of various agencies and services coupled with a commitment to 
using Public/Private Partnerships; 15 
 an intensification and refinement of the negotiations with First Nations over land 
claims;16  
 the enunciation of the “Five Great Goals” and new programs related to healthy, 
active life styles and climate action;17 and,  
 in the past few years the issue of revitalizing the public service has become a key 
focus.18  
The intent of this short discussion is not to pass judgment on these items but to 
highlight the kind of directions and initiatives that can profoundly affect work, the 
working relationships, and the expectations placed on the public service. 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                 
12 Discussion of this program can be found in Hansard, Tuesday, November 18, 2003, Morning 
Sitting, Volume 18, Number 8 [p. 7969]. 
13 Referenced by Jessica McDonald, Deputy Minister to the Premier, in an article published in 
Canadian Government Executive, Issue 3, 2008. 
14 See http://www.regulatoryreform.gov.bc.ca/vision/vision1.htm 
15 This resulted in the creation of a special agency Partnerships BC; 
http://www.partnershipsbc.ca/ 
16 See overview and other detail at 
http://www.gov.bc.ca/arr/newrelationship/new_relationship_overview.html 
17 The Five Great Goals were enunciated as part of the 2005 election and became the foundation 
for government direction similar to the earlier New Era commitments. They can be found at 
http://www.bcbudget.gov.bc.ca/2006/sp/prem/ 
18 See article by Jessica McDonald, Deputy Minister to the Premier, in Canadian Government 
Executive, Issue 3, 2008, and a recent article by Ms. McDonald in the Vancouver Sun, Saturday 
October 18, 2008, page D12. 
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Role and Culture of the Public Service19 
The fundamental role of the public service has already been noted earlier, and the 
broader notion of how the role and culture of the public service has evolved has also been 
briefly discussed in Chapter II. Several insights into the role and the culture of the public 
service, particularly as it is currently perceived by the participants, emerged from the 
interviews. 
Several participants noted that the retirement of the Baby Boomers is radically 
changing the demographic structure of the public service. The Generation X, Y, and 
Millenniums are perceived as bringing a different energy and approach to work:20 “We 
are at a stage where the public service is at a huge transformational stage, as there is a 
tsunami of retirements coming and as the nature of the work of the public service 
changes too” (Participant #10).  
There were concerns expressed on both sides of the age divide as to the “other’s” 
capacity and commitment, but both espouse a commitment to the public service; for one 
group it may be that the underlying focus is making sense of a career nearing its end, and 
for the other, it may be trying to lay the groundwork for a diverse career: “Because you 
do have an over-50 category and then you have a younger category, but we do have an 
aging workforce, and there are a lot of people who have come up during the years who 
have experienced; it goes back some 20 years, and they are getting into pre-retirement 
                                                 
19 I have struggled to determine if this element fits best on the “out-board” or “in-board” side of 
the Government Agenda element. On the one hand, many public servants, on a day-to-day basis, 
are possibly more aware of the government agenda than they are of, particularly, the “culture” of 
the public service, which would suggest it should be “out-board.” I have placed it on the “in-
board” side based on my sense that regardless of how “consciously” it is understood, it is still 
more “central” to the execution of the public service’s work. 
20 While there is much in the general literature about these differences, it is still unclear what 
effect they will truly have on organizations and, in particular, the public service. 
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age and will have some succession issues to deal with, both in terms of substantive 
knowledge transfer and in terms of success and how a knowledge system works in terms 
of the government” (Participant #13). 
The growing complexity of policy issues and the increasing appetite for more 
involvement of stakeholders was a frequent theme: “So many of the issues that 
government is dealing with today, government doesn’t have the answers at all and 
certainly the policy people don’t have the answers. But they have learned how to go out 
and search for the answers and engage with stakeholders to come together for some 
answers together. So the policy community of practice is another way of helping people 
through that complexity . . .  and I’ll give you a very concrete example —  where Health 
was going out to have a conversation on health and their mandate was ‘don’t go out and 
tell people that we’ve got all the answers, because we don’t’” (Participant #10); “The 
fact is, of course, in undertaking policy it’s um, you know, it’s nuanced. It’s complex” 
(Participant #13); “We have a minimum of two major policy constructs. One is a 
horizontal relationship . . . and we have a vertical relationship to strategic and tactical 
and operational policies within the ministries. So that the relationship of what we do and 
what we write has a ripple. I have to have a good relationship with my stakeholders. I 
have to have a good relationship with my colleagues and in other central agencies, and I 
have to have a good relationship with those who will decide that this policy will, in effect, 
be a government policy” (Participant #7). 
The focus on the Core Review, deregulation, privatization and public/private 
partnerships, and the downsizing of the public service are a few of the forces that appear 
to be changing how the participants understand their work and the skills required: “You 
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know, we’ve got fewer people doing the same amount of work or more, and this all cuts 
into time you have available, and at the same time, we are trying to have a good work-life 
balance” (Participant #6); “All ministries are struggling with the downsizing and the 
issue of succession planning” (Participant #17); “Core Review, where there were so 
many cuts in government uhm I and people were working with so few resources uh it 
became important to have a community” (Participant #2). These forces appear to be 
causing three significant changes in the role and culture of the public service. First is the 
sense that their work will increasingly be done in “full view” of the stakeholders (if not in 
collaboration with them); second, the public servants will increasingly require more 
generalist skills and rely more on external or short-term staff for highly specialized skills; 
and third, there is growing emphasis on cross-ministry collaboration on the creation and 
execution of public policy, with the commensurate expectation that even middle- and 
junior-level staff will need inter-agency networks long required by senior managers: 
“Relationships are really important, essential in our work. I can phone people either in 
Victoria or Ottawa who I have known for years and make something happen. I can use 
this to support a new employee. We all have to be able to do this type of work under the 
radar, outside official networks” (Participant #17). 
Individual ministries have historically generated their own particular culture, and 
typically, it is considered that the social policy ministries are quite distinct from the 
resource and finance ministries — or, as one participant (#8) referred to them, between 
“Kleenex” and “dirt” ministries. Another participant, with a background in quantitative 
research and statistics, noted how they had been considered “an organic, fuzzy creature” 
while working in a resource-based ministry, but their reputation changed dramatically 
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when they shifted to a social policy ministry: “So it's interesting to have gone from being 
considered at one end of the spectrum in that particular ministry to the other end of the 
spectrum in this ministry, when you do policy and data analysis work” (Participant #5). 
The differing cultures can also effect inter-ministry collaboration: “Here’s an 
interesting thought and going back to the original discussion about differing cultures. 
Communities of practice begin to break down the individual’s silos so that everybody 
think of themselves as one public service . . . but there are definitely some shifts and 
changes and things in the system that prohibit or mitigate against that” (Participant #2). 
These differences are potentially becoming “harmonized” or even “homogenized” across 
the public service with the greater emphasis on cross-ministry collaboration. 
Like all large organizations, the public service is not without its own shadow-side 
— some suggest that with greater pressures being placed on the organizations, the 
propensity for it is also increased. Several participants noted this behaviour in a variety of 
contexts, but this quote from a recently retired public servant captures the sentiment: “I 
can remember working under a Deputy who viewed it as fair game and almost a blood 
sport to do stuff to other ministries just to screw them” (Participant #2). 
At a general level, there seems to be a greater interest on the part of younger 
members of the public service to move across ministries and policy areas, possibly as a 
way of broadening their experience for promotion or as a way of maintaining their 
interest, and there is less of a sense of “working your way up through the ministry”: 
“When I joined the public service, I joined in (this ministry) and have stayed here pretty 
much my whole career. I don’t see new staff following this same pattern. There seems to 
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be more interest in moving in and out of different ministries, and that is probably a good 
thing” (Participant #18). 
There is a clearly perceived difference between the public and private sectors and 
indeed amongst the various parts of the broader public sector: “There is one provincial 
government, right?  There is a mandate that nobody else has, right? So that is just stating 
the obvious. So, what that means though is that um, there . . .  well, we might, for 
instance, have Universities; we might have municipal government. We might have, you 
know, any number of really large corporations, and they might have their bureaucracies, 
right? There’s still not going to be anything like a policy community of practice there, 
because we’re the place that does policy. This is where policy is practiced. And so in that 
way, we’re unique” (Participant #13). 
Each of these aspects of the culture in the BC Public Service has a downstream 
effect on how organizations function, the challenges that have to be addressed, and 
shapes the eventual formulation and implementation of public policy. 
Government Structure and Organization 
The work of the public service has historically been organized into ministries or 
departments plus a variety of central agencies, each with it own broad policy mandate, 
often set out in one or more pieces of legislation. Traditionally, each ministry has 
contained a variety of support or service units (e.g., finance, human resources, and 
information technology) to aid its functioning. To an external observer, it could appear 
that the public service is comprised of a number of highly stable, self-contained (perhaps 
self-serving) silos of activity. 
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While there may be some level of truth to such assertions, and indeed the issue of 
silos or silo-mentality was raised in many of the interviews, on closer observation it is 
evident that ministries are far less stable and autonomous than suggested. Restructuring 
takes place with some frequency — particularly, but not solely, at the commencement of 
a new governing mandate. Several aspects of overall government structure and 
organization were illuminated through the interviews: 
The issue of silos and silo-mentality was noted on a variety of occasions, 
particularly in regard to its effect on knowledge transfer and inter-ministry collaboration: 
“Jessica McDonald21 has twigged to the fact that you have a lot of the silos stuff going 
on, and with silos, you do prohibit information exchange and in some cases cost 
efficiencies across ministries because its not really happening … I think is good that it’s 
now more generally understood from the Premier’s Office down that it’s all one public 
service, and the concept that these people are public servants first and foremost not 
simply employees of a particular ministry” (Participant #2). 
Many participants noted the effects of frequent and major restructuring on 
established networks and working relationships: “I think that the social policy ministries 
chop and change themselves. You know, I have lost track of how children and family or 
welfare or advanced education or education have been reorganized” (Participant #2); 
“Over time, the policy shops within the government had tended to shrink for a whole 
variety of reasons. All of us are finding that we were quite isolated in our pocket. The 
issues that we were dealing with are less and less ministry-specific issues and more and 
more cross-government issues” (Participant #5). 
                                                 
21 Ms. McDonald is the current Deputy Minister to the Premier and, as such, is the most senior 
public servant in BC. Other Deputy Ministers report to Ms. McDonald. 
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The regular restructuring, coupled with downsizing, was observed to generate 
significant staff dislocation and potentially shortages of critical staff – at least one 
profession, policy analysts, became an at-risk designation: “This was also at a time when 
government had been through a number of downsizing exercises, probably from ’96 to 
2002 there were a series of them. And policy had often been seen as a ‘nice to have, but a 
not have to have’ by government” (Participant #10); “So I think because it (policy 
positions) was being identified as an at-risk stream by PSA, that provided more impetus 
in a positive fashion for the community of practice to become more active and to support 
each other” (Participant #9); “What is significant about the group (policy analysts) is 
they had been blown up and basically re-emerged out of the ministries’ shops, and then 
they were told to be hidden. I think it was the sense that they should be hidden because 
the Liberals at that time didn’t want policy people around. All of a sudden there was a 
signal that is saying, ‘okay, you can raise your head’,  and this was shortly after the 
Liberals or a couple years after the Liberals first got in, and that first round of core 
review they actually um, eliminated or disbursed um a lot of the policy people, policy 
shops, across government. They resurfaced really quickly, because government shops 
need them, right, but they occurred in really bizarre places” (Participant #8). 
Several participants also noted how the reassignments of Deputy Ministers can 
have a major effect on ministries and their culture. 
Organizational Focused Objectives and Outcomes 
The intent of this brief discussion is not to focus on the specific objectives or 
outcomes of the numerous individual policies and programs, but rather to highlight a 
number of organizationally focused objectives of the public service. It should be stressed 
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that these are the current organizational objectives that were raised during the interviews, 
and it is likely that there are other salient objectives and that they shift or evolve over 
time. Several of the examples raised are briefly described in the following paragraphs. 
There has been an increased focus on “horizontal” management or breaking 
through the “silo walls” and enhancing inter-ministry collaboration, including knowledge 
management and knowledge transfer. While a number of participants noted the 
commitment of Jessica McDonald, Deputy Minister to the Premier, there were other 
examples shared: “We have a minimum of two major policy constructs. One is a 
horizontal relationship, which is those of us who have a responsibility for cross-
government or cross-government and, in some cases, part of the broader public sectors, 
and we have a vertical relationship to strategic and tactical and operational policies 
within the ministries. So that the relationship of what we do and what we write has a 
ripple. I have to have a good relationship with my stakeholders. I have to have a good 
relationship with my colleagues and in other central agencies, and I have to have a good 
relationship with those who will decide that this policy will, in effect, be a government 
policy” (Participant #7). 
Several participants noted the need to generate a capacity for “reinventing” 
ministries’ business to ensure future relevance of programs. While several participants 
mentioned this direction in relation to their own ministries, it was perhaps most 
eloquently put by one of the Deputy Minister’s interviewed: “. . . so yes, the agency will 
continue to be shaken up. And a lot of people lament that we used to be the most 
powerful, and we’re still a very powerful ministry in government and sector, but with 
everything there is an opportunity and the opportunity for us is that instead of being that 
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big brute that has that economic clout behind it, we will be the ninja. We will be the most 
flexible, adaptive organization in the world, and more and more, because I do worry that 
people in the forest service identified with the forest service anniversary of a hundred 
years of the service as of 2012, I worry about them identifying with something that won’t 
continue in its present form. So as a leader, when I talk to staff I want to be clear that I 
want the forest service to continue, but here’s the good news — our best chance of that is 
if we offer the industry, society, and the government the best opportunities. How do we do 
that in a world where other economies are taking over? Then we become the best 
thinkers, problem-solvers, leaders. We offer the most, and we offer it in the way the 
organization itself — not just the individual people, but the very first block is the 
individual people” (Participant #18). 
The streamlining of workflow and time demands has resulted in a variety of 
initiatives, such as the Core Review mentioned earlier, but a more specific example was 
also raised regarding a government-wide review of committees which resulted in a set of 
guidelines for setting up and running committees and which resulted in several 
longstanding committees to be “decommissioned”: “. . . little over a year ago there is a 
review of committees within government. And the intent was to look at all committees and 
say: 'Who’s doing what? Who’s the sponsor? What’s their purpose? What are the 
products that are deliverable? What are they trying to achieve?’ And when people looked 
at the criteria for a formal committee of sponsored but yet (inaudible) . . . What they 
found was often they were getting together to learn what was happening around them, 
and more of what came to their table with information than anything else. That 
information serves a purpose of better understanding of what’s occurring under their 
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accountability, but it didn’t directly influenced against directions or decisions of 
government as a whole. Maybe individually it did, but not governmental as a whole” 
(Participant #7). Some of these decommissioned committees resurrected themselves as 
CoPs.  
A commitment to staff performance measurement — including Deputy Ministers’ 
salary hold-back/bonus, a risk management strategy, and new Employee Performance and 
Development Plans (commonly referred to by the initials EPDPs) — has been made: “I 
have my EPDP, and I have areas of responsibility, and I have strategies that I need to 
direct the team to implement, and I know that people are developing similar strategies in 
other ministries . . . . Yeah the (inaudible) EPDP aligns my work-related goals, so it is 
what my boss wants me to accomplish this year. It is very detailed. For example, two HR 
plans to be done, reporting to be done in a timely manner, and a survey. So I think 
EPDPs have progressed a lot in a couple of years. So it used to be more focused on 
development and is now more focused on performance” (Participant #7).  
There is a clear strategy to position the BC Public Service as “the employer of 
choice” through a focus on employee engagement and leadership development. This is 
evidenced in the various advertising campaigns recruiting new staff: “One of the big 
initiatives that government is trying to promote is this is a place where ideas count” 
(Participant #11); “Jessica McDonald is very focused on having the public service 
become recognized as the employer of choice” (Participant #16). 
Human Resource Requirements 
The sixth and final element comprising the “situation” is the number of human 
resource requirements, challenges, or imperatives that were raised throughout the 
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interviews. The human resource issues that emerged largely reflect the other five SA 
elements highlighted. A number of the issues raised are highlighted in the following 
paragraphs. 
The need for comprehensive succession planning plus recruitment and retention 
strategies to prepare for the “tsunami of retirements“ of Baby Boomers and to remain 
competitive in a tight labour market is a significant challenge: “There are several major 
challenges facing the public service that CoPs appear to be able to help with, such as 
knowledge transfer, succession planning, employee engagement, and retention” 
(Participant #17); “The workforce isn’t there to recruit one-to-one replacement, and if 
you’ve ever listened to anything that Linda Duxbury at Carleton University, a business 
professor, says:  you know, she calls them the sick puppy boomers, who’ve been willing 
to extend their working lives into their home hours and into their weekends, are probably 
each carrying the burdens of one-and-a-half people jobs, so that not only are we at a 
stage where we probably got one available person to replace every two people who are 
leaving. In fact, those two people leaving have been carrying three people’s jobs.,  So we 
are going to have to learn to do knowledge transfer more effectively” (Participant #13); 
“But we do have an aging workforce, and there are a lot of people who have come up 
during the years who have experienced it; goes back some 20 years, and they are getting 
into pre-retirement age and will have some succession issues um, ah, to deal with, both in 
terms of substantive knowledge transfer and in terms of success and how a knowledge 
system works in terms of the government. Obviously, they are quite unique — government 
—compared to any other entity in the province, and so we had some processes of which is 
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worth sharing information about, and um, it’s worth doing on-the-job training for as 
well.” (Participant #10).22 
There is a growing recognition that “diversity hiring” is a key strategy for 
recruitment, both to reflect the increasing diversity of the BC population and to tap new 
sources of potential employees: “One of my concerns about government currently at this 
time as (name of position) is that I don’t think we are diverse enough as a public service. 
I don’t think we are inconclusive enough in getting the variety of experience, culture, 
global views that are available in this province. When you look at the fact that 20 percent 
of the province that is now considered among the category of visible minority, and in 
Vancouver, it’s very quickly by 2020 going to be um one in every two people living in 
Vancouver are going to be a visible minority, which I think makes the term visible 
minority stand on its head. I think when you look at the projections and you see that over 
the longer term, over the next 20 years, only part of the Canadian population are actually 
growing in terms of population are first nations and recent immigrants. And we do not 
include those perspectives very broadly inside government, because we do not hire those 
groups of people. Very rarely. And we are not representative of people that we service, so 
broadening out the community of practice is about being as conclusive as you can” 
(Participant #10). 
The tight labour market is resulting in innovative strategies to deploy existing 
staff, such as reworking job descriptions to enhance flexibility, opening special training 
opportunities, and using secondments to promote movement across ministries: “And 
                                                 
22 I have used this Participant’s comments extensively through this section, as they have been a 
long-term senior manager within the BC Public Service and currently hold a major “watch-dog” 
position over the public service. While many participants made similar comments, they were not 
as complete or as informed as these. 
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there were some attempts to try and do some linkages back and forth, with ministries 
offering, you know, secondments and that type of thing, and there was an informal 
network set up where every so often an email would pop up on my computer saying: ‘Do 
you have a good person who could do this’, or ‘I have an excellent person, a coop 
student who I can’t keep for a second term uhm could you find a use for this person in the 
system’?” (Participant #2) 
There is an enhanced focus on leadership and collaborative skills training which 
has resulted in a number of programs being offered through local post-secondary 
institution23. One of the participants who also worked on some of these programs 
commented: “Leading the Way was an interesting one because it has . . . the way it 
evolved was there were a number of different communities that we worked with together 
to create it. We had a senior manager to talk about it and contribute ideas. We had 
practitioners who contributed to it. We had a legal contracting group who contributed to 
it. We had academic, we talked with, or I talked to, as I was at the hub of all this. There 
was a number of these different ingredients that contributed to the project. I actually 
figured there was about 250 people who were involved in the actual creation of the 
product in the end. And all of these people sent ideas to their table and created a very 
good product, a leadership product that didn’t exist before in government.  And you can 
tick them off and say, ‘that’s happened’?” (Participant #11) 
Summary of Situational Analysis Findings 
The preceding section has covered a breadth of material and ideas as a means to 
sketch the very rich context or situation in which CoPs in the BC Public Service operate. 
                                                 




It is clear that there are many issues and variables that contribute to the context and that 
there is a dynamic relationship amongst these variables such that the context itself is 
changing and fluxing over time. There is not a direct or linear relationship between these 
and the many other variables that set the context. 
Drawing on both the material presented in Chapter II and the SA findings based 
on the interviews, the following is a brief recap of the broad context: 
1. The BC Public Service exists in an increasingly complex world and is affected, 
both directly and indirectly, by external events and developments. The programs 
and services that are offered are expected to evolve to reflect the social and 
economic changes of the province. There is also an expectation that the public 
service will adapt new management techniques and tools from both the private 
sector and other jurisdictions. 
2. The agenda set by the duly elected government provides the basic frame for the 
work of the public service. As the political orientation shifts from election to 
election or the policy focus changes between elections, does the “frame” shift? 
3. While appearing to be highly stable over time, both the role and culture of the 
public service are also changing. While continuing to be non-partisan and focused 
on providing professional advice to the elected government, the growing 
realization that there is no single “right answer” is challenging both the public 
service’s traditional role of being the anointed purveyor of expertise and the 
historical silo organization of programs. This, coupled with the changing 
demographics or an aging labour force and increasing multiculturalism, is 
reshaping the underlying culture over time. 
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4. Restructuring and reorganization of ministries and other agencies have long been 
a fact of life for the public service. While the regular reshaping of organizational 
structure may be appropriate, it does affect the working relationships and 
networks that have been established. As this restructuring often comes with 
resource constraints, the “felt effect” on the public service has been more work, 
with fewer staff and less time to accomplish the work at hand. It can also be 
observed that restructuring can offer new opportunities for networking and for 
“rationalizing” the work. 
5. In regard to the current context for the BC Public Service, there is a focus on 
horizontal management across ministries, an emphasis on performance 
measurement, and a commitment to positioning the public service as the 
“employer of choice.” 
6. Like many large complex organizations, the BC Public Service is confronted with 
significant human resource challenges related to an aging work force and the need 
to attract employees in a very competitive labour market. 
In response to these changing and emerging challenges, there is also much 
evidence that CoPs have been seen as one vehicle for helping the BC Public Service to 
move forward. A number of participants noted that Etienne Wenger had conducted one or 
more workshops in Victoria for the public service, and many cited the work of Bob 
Chartier (a federal public servant) in helping to promote CoPs across the public sector. 
Perhaps the most tangible evidence that CoPs are regarded as a positive is a newsletter 
from the Public Service Agency, which begins with: “You might have heard some of the 
buzz around Communities of Practice, which are about collaboration but also very much 
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about learning from each other. One particular group in the BC Public Service is using 
this idea to great effect, so we thought we’d tell you a bit about them to show you how 
well this can work.”24 
The Dimensional Analysis 
Shifting focus from the Situational Analysis to the Dimensional Analysis is a bit 
like capsizing a canoe in a mountain lake. Sitting comfortably in the canoe the researcher 
is obviously aware of the lake (the phenomenon) but is more focused on the broad 
surroundings: the mountains, the weather, the wind, the type of vegetation, the birds, the 
sounds, and perhaps the glimpses of far off waterfalls and mountain peaks — in Clarke’s 
(2005b) terms, “who and what are in this situation?” (p. 87) With the capsizing of the 
canoe, the researcher finds themselves literally immersed in the phenomenon (the lake) 
and their attention quickly focuses on other issues: what is the water temperature, are 
there weeds, is it a muddy or rocky bottom, how deep is the lake, how clear or murky is 
the water, is there aquatic life — in Schatzman’s (1991) terms, “what all is going on 
here?” 
This portion of the chapter, which will present the findings of the Dimensional 
Analysis, is looking into the phenomenon, CoPs in the BC Public Service, to identify 
“what all is going on here?” These DA findings relate most directly to Research Question 
#2 by explicating the experience of the participants. 
The discussion is structured in five sections. The first introduces the central 
dimension, Fluxing, that emerges through the analysis. The second will present an 
                                                 
24 An internal newsletter to all public service staff entitled It takes a community, 
forwarded to me by a participant. See Appendix E. 
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overview of the six dimensions of the analysis: Partaking, Learning, Interacting, 
Structuring, Resourcing, and Leveraging. It will also contain a depiction of how these six 
dimensions relate to each other and the central dimension. The third and fourth sections 
will each present a trio of dimensions: one trio, Partaking, Learning, and Interacting 
relate more specifically to the individual participants of the CoPs while the second trio, 
Structuring, Resourcing, and Leveraging relate primarily to how CoPs take objective 
shape, the resources required, and the benefits derived. Explanatory Matrices will be 
included for each of the six analytic dimensions in their respective sections. The fifth 
section will provide an integration of the seven dimensions to offer a textured description 
of CoPs in the BC Public Service. This preliminary or partial modelling will provide the 
foundation for the more comprehensive modelling included in Chapter V. 
The Central Dimension — Fluxing.25 
Following the DA methodology described in Chapter III, six significant 
dimensions were identified. Further application of the explanatory matrix framework 
resulted in a seventh dimension, Fluxing, emerging as the central dimension, with the 
other six coalescing into an inner and an outer trio of analytic dimensions wrapped 
around the central dimension. Reaching this conclusion came with some struggle, as this 
dimension has a more subjective quality than the other six and is suffused throughout the 
other dimensions rather than appearing assertively. It was through conversations with 
colleagues supporting this research that this dimension truly emerged. My colleagues 
                                                 
25 Finding the right word for this dimension was a challenge. Originally, I described it as 
“emergent/dynamic,” then moved to “balancing” to conform with the gerund construct for 
dimensions. Latterly, I was struck by the term “oscillating,” and then also wondered about the 




consistently noted that running through the description of each of the other dimensions 
was a sense of balancing, dualism, or motion that bespoke of “something else going on.” 
Across all the interviews, and in relationship to every significant issue that was 
explored, the dominant theme or sense to emerge was one of constant motion, change, 
and achieving balance. Whether the issue was outlining the best structure for a CoP, an 
individual’s level of participation, or how to measure the benefits derived, the comments 
invariably included references to an organic process, or were situational responses. 
Seldom were the responses definitive: either black or white. In some cases two 
participants in a CoP articulated equally clear, yet opposite, perspectives on the same 
issue. In one example, one member thought it was both impossible and counter-
productive to measure the benefits derived, while another felt that benefits could and 
should be measured, though acknowledging that this would be difficult in a purely 
quantitative manner. In another example, one member felt the relatively formalized 
structure was an advantage, while another member cites the formality as one reason for 
their limited attendance. In both of these examples the debate was over degree and 
nuance but not over the value of the CoP. 
The overwhelming sense is that, however stable it may appear from the outside, 
inside the entity recognized as a CoP everything is in motion, and within each dimension, 
the participants are engaged in constant balancing and/or recalibration — sometimes 
consciously and/or collectively, and sometimes not. This internal dynamic of balancing, 
motion and change within a CoP is consistent with the evolving, shifting elements that set 
the context or situation — from the external perspective both may appear stable, but that 
appearance is masking the movement within. 
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Consistently, there is an aura of dynamic tension providing the energy and 
motivation of a CoP and shaping the “place” called a CoP. There appear to be so many 
things in play that it is difficult to quickly describe “what all is happening here.” Two 
comments perhaps capture this best: 
“I don’t think communities of practice as something you can put into a box, but 
people keep trying to shove it into a box and define it and decide what it is and 
how it operates from all the rest of it. And, you know, as a lot of things I called it 
amorphous. It's sort of the ‘Jack's gonna come out of the box’ every so often. 
Because when you say community of practice people think of structure, they think 
of the definitions or what . . . how does it operate? What are the cycles? All those 
kinds of things. Just like in knowledge management, they start thinking about 
software to manage our knowledge, right? But we need to be thinking about how 
we share knowledge in an organization? How do we encourage cooperation and 
uhm participation? (Participant #3) 
 
“The other thing that the two experiences drive home to me as well is the 
community of practice didn’t . . . you can’t do it as a cookie cutter. Every group is 
very different, what they want is very different, the degree of work they are 
prepared to put into things is very different. And we need to practice art for every 
situation.” (Participant #5) 
 
While Fluxing may be the gyroscopic mechanism that sustains a CoP, it is 
through recognizing the strategies and processes associated with the six analytic 
dimensions (Learning and Growing, Interacting, Partaking, Structuring, Resourcing, and 
Leveraging) that an understanding of how a CoP operates within a host organization 
emerges. The dynamic tension that exists within and amongst these dimensions 
contributes to a grounded theory of “what all is happening here?” 
An Introduction to the Six Analytic Dimensions 
Figure 4.3 offers a depiction of the six analytic dimensions configured around the 
central dimension. As noted previously, these dimensions coalesced into an inner and 
outer trio. The intent of the short description of each of these dimensions is to provide a 
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guide or orientation for the more detailed discussion of each dimension in the following 
sections. 
 
Figure 4.3 — The Central Dimension and the Six Dimensions of the Analysis 
 
The Catalyzing Dimensions – the Inner Trio: Partaking, Learning, and Interacting 
These three dimensions are labelled the Catalyzing Dimensions as these are the 
dimensions that speak to what propels individuals into and then sustains their 
participation in CoPs. All of the participants, at some point and at some length, focused 
on themselves and other participants in terms of what attracted them to CoPs, what was 
the nature of their participation as members, and what they derived from their 
membership. These three dimensions all speak to the individual, their personalities and 
attitudes, their experiences with CoPs, and their reasons for participation in CoPs. These 
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dimensions, in turn, shape the participants’ understanding or perspective on the outer trio. 
A brief outline of each of these three dimensions includes: 
1. Partaking — each participant has their own unique reasons for wishing to 
participate and their own set of skills, attitudes, and aptitudes that they bring 
to a CoP. This dimension captures this highly individual aspect of CoPs — 
both as the members become involved and as they change through their 
involvement. 
2. Learning — the basic purpose that all the participants cite for their 
involvement in CoPs was learning and growing, both as individuals and as a 
group/organization. Their individual perspectives on what constituted 
learning could be different from others and could change over time. 
3. Interacting — the fundamental glue that defined the “collective” experience 
was interacting with others, both in dyads and small or large groups. Again, 
the nature or intensity of the “interacting” could change over time and in 
reflection of those present. 
The Formalizing Dimensions — the Outer Trio:  
Structuring, Resourcing, and Leveraging  
These three dimensions are called the Formalizing Dimensions as they speak to 
how a CoP takes form as a recognizable entity and distinguishes a CoP from either an 
informal gathering of friends and acquaintances or other more formal organizational 
structures. Again, all of the participants in this research, including those identified as 
senior managers, described how the structure of one or more CoPs emerged, evolved, 
and/or was crafted, noted the range of resources needed to sustain a CoP and how the 
benefits derived might be identified. These three dimensions can also be seen as the 
 
150 
interface between the CoP and the host organization or the inter-tidal/littoral zone. A 
brief outline of each of these dimensions includes: 
1. Structuring — each CoP self-generates its own basic structure, and some 
of the features that emerge include: does it have a formal meeting 
schedule, how is the agenda developed, is there a chair or lead, do they 
meet in person or “online.” Basically, Structuring speaks to how the rules 
of engagement are set and how the CoP operates. 
2. Resourcing — whether a CoP is highly formalized and/or sophisticated or 
very informal, the bringing together of the participants does consume 
resources, including time and space. The resource “burn” may be of 
particular interest to the host organization. 
3. Leveraging — all participants fervently believe that CoPs generate 
benefits for both the individual and the host organization. Certainly, the 
host organization has a stake in recognizing a discernible “return on 
investment” for the resources consumed. The questions of should, can, and 
how these benefits are identified and measured remains open to debate. 
With this brief overview to help guide the reader, attention will now turn to a 
more comprehensive explication of each of the six analytic dimensions. 
The Inner Trio or The Catalyzing Dimensions 
A considerable portion of every interview with the participants explored how they 
framed their membership in a CoP, what they derived from being a member, and the 
nature of the “collective participation.” It quickly becomes apparent that, as with all 
group endeavours, there is an ongoing tension between the needs and contributions of the 
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individual member with those of the group – but there must be enough commonality 
amongst the group for it to become/remain cohesive. The insights the participants shared 
provides a rich and textured sense of this interplay between the individual and the group. 
It is out of this interplay that three of the analytic dimensions emerge: Partaking, 
Learning, and Interacting. 
Before turning to an explication of these three dimensions, there is a common 
experience that helps frame the discussion of these dimensions. First, every participant 
identified more than one CoP in which they were involved or had been involved. Some of 
these CoPs were highly formalized, while others were very informal. Frequently, the 
references were to groups that were not called CoPs and, in many cases, existed well 
before the concept of CoPs was introduced to the literature.26 The potential significance 
of these observations is that CoPs are not a new or alien configuration within the BC 
Public Service, but the concept has provided a name for a type of engagement that has a 
long history. The concept seems to speak to, or encapsulate, an existing drive or need on 
the part of many individuals. The Catalyzing dimensions begin to provide shape to this 
common experience from the perspective of the participants. 
Partaking  
This dimension sets out the conditions, strategies/processes, and consequences 
(see Figure 4.4) that promote or propel an individual to become involved with a CoP. To 
a large extent, the conditions reflect a range of personal attributes and/or attitudes that an 
individual brings to their participation in a CoP. The results and consequences speak to 
                                                 
26 I have many examples of all of these “variations” from which to select quotations, if necessary. 
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how the individual participation is shaped by their experience. While all of the inner trio 
are highly personalized dimensions this is perhaps the most personalized. 
Conditions. In the first instance the conditions relate to the participants’ attributes 
and attitudes, but these, in turn, become informed or influenced by conditions set by the 
CoP. From the personal side, it appears important for participants to have a commitment 
to their own learning and growth and an awareness of their learning style(s). This point 
was made in a variety of fashions: “They are another way of learning, so I don’t know a 
single person who attend this community of practice who wasn’t also reading, attending 
formal learning of some kinds, whether or not it was training in a ministry or external to 
a ministry, or going to some kind of extended education courses” (Participant #10); Yeah. 
So in terms of my experiences, I think a lot of it revolves around a desire to learn on the 
part of the individuals, a shared interest or shared, uhm not so much values as shared . . . 
shared common experience of individuals” (Participant #3); “So uhm for me, the 
community of practices is about learning from other people doing similar work, in a very 
collegial way” (Participant #12); “So I guess it worked particularly around the 
community of practice, because there’s an underlying assumption that we are here to 
learn, and we are also connected with an interest in this area” (Participant #1); “The 
other part I think really attracted me to it is because I like being around people, and I 
like hearing new ideas. I like to understand where people see the world differently, or I 







Allow the focus/purpose of the CoP to 
emerge from group dialogue 
Engage in a diverse set of topics and 
discussions that maintain broad appeal 
Facilitate bi-directional presentation – not 
just talking heads – to promote participant 
interaction 
Seek member advice/recommendations 
for topics/presentations 
Acknowledge workplace issues (e.g., 
downsizing and workload) and allow 
discussion 
Underscore that participation is voluntary 
and acknowledge various types and levels 
of participation 
Impact/Consequences 
Participation is voluntary and not compelled 
Member has commitment to personal learning and growth (this doesn’t have to be well 
understood or formulated 
A sense of self-direction in regards to career/work. 
A desire to belong/participate 
A capacity to manage work schedule/time 
A capacity to engage in group process 
A critical mass of “skilled” participants who can facilitate the process. 
A clear yet elastic focus/purpose for the CoP 
Sense of group identity and cohesion 
Participants remain committed to participating as they 
recognize both personal and organizational benefits 
Opportunities for both content/informational learning and 
transformational learning (horizontal and vertical 
learning/growth) 
 
Figure 4.4 — Partaking Dimension 
 
Members of CoPs expressed a desire to belong or participate in group activities. 
As well, some level of skill/capacity to work in a group — or perhaps develop these skills 
— is needed. As two participants stated: “The trouble with community of practice, I 
would say, is that just that people on the other side has to be willing to listen. And uhm 
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that’s not always the case. You know, it’s like geese: this is a long-winded story, why in 
the hell are you telling me all this” (Participant #6); “So it was very difficult to get the 
group to gel, because the faces were constantly turning” (Participant #5). 
A common perspective was the members need to accept that their own needs are 
not always going to be met and that they will be challenged by their colleagues: “Because 
part of a community of practice is opening oneself up to being questioned, to being 
challenged, and to having discussions, to share information, and people might not agree 
with your perspective” (Participant #9); “And you know, sometimes people become 
involved in a community of practice for very personal reasons, that they want to gain 
from or learn from or whatever. We can sometimes take that to be obnoxious” 
(Participant #3). Finally, and perhaps most importantly, is the capacity for the participant 
to manage their own time across competing demands and desires: “. . . because I tend to 
manage my own time. Other people will not have that choice or may not have that choice. 
A manager may manage your time, and we’ve had that happen . . . (a manager saying) . . 
.  you can’t go anymore, ’cause that’s not a good use of your time. Even though people 
wanted to participate and thought there was some value, it was like ‘there is real work 
that needs to be done’” (Participant #6). 
Managing time includes both the participant’s personal aptitude and skill to 
balance priorities and the organizational willingness to allow individuals to manage their 
own time: “I mean, I recognize uhm this is extracurricular. If there is a urgent briefing 
due at noon competing with community of practice, and uhm I will be working on the 
briefing rather than going to the community of practice” (Participant #8); “There is 
clearly a need to balance time tacitly taken away from the ‘job’, but it does return other 
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benefits and advantages as well as recognition of the employee’s commitment to the job 
— we also talk a lot about work-life balance these days” (Participant #17).27 
CoPs need to respond to these personal “conditions” by achieving a critical mass 
of participants with sufficient skills to facilitate participation: “I don’t think it would have 
gone anywhere without a real core of people who are prepared to put their time and 
effort into it” (Participant #5). CoPs must also maintain a clear but elastic/pragmatic 
focus or purpose to maintain an individual’s participation. Finally, a recurring theme that 
ran through the interviews was the importance that an individual’s participation was self-
generated and not compelled: “Meetings are not mandatory, so you don’t get kicked out 
of the community for not attending. Attendance is never taken” (Participant #15); “It 
becomes boring, and people don’t want to attend because they have to show up, and 
they’re not really there because they’re interested in is more requirement” (Participant 
#2); “I think that when people feel that they’re part of a something that is really valuable, 
that they can contribute to it, that it is their ideas that are driving it. It is not being 
imposed on people from above. There is a lot more natural tendency to have a personal 
investment here” (Participant #10). This theme of voluntary membership comes back to 
play a significant role in the outer trio of dimensions that will be explored later. 
Strategies and processes. Several strategies and processes that CoPs have 
successfully employed were identified, though this is likely not an exhaustive list — 
allowing the focus or purpose of the CoP to emerge from group dialogue and to continue 
to evolve as well as actively seeking suggestions and advice from the participants: 
“There are no particular rules laid out, but at every meeting there’s usually some 
                                                 
27 This is a Deputy Minister speaking. 
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opportunity to talk about how things are working as its official and effective but we do 
have regular meetings during the morning of the last Friday” (Participant #14); “There 
was also clear intent about the involvement that we wanted something that would 
continue . . . .  And in terms of uhm hallmarks for that period, there was a lot of work 
done up front about or done during that period of, okay, what’s the community about and 
who would its membership be? Would it be open, or would it be focused toward a 
particular components or a particular level. Would it be one representative per ministry 
or as many as whoever was interested” (Participant #5). 
The importance of this strategy is amplified by examples of what tended to 
happen when dialogue was not actively pursued: “It has sort of died, I think, a very 
untimely death for all of the reasons to why the other one was very successful. It wasn’t 
well organized, it’s not, there’s no accountability. We sort of had meetings for awhile and 
then there are no scheduled meetings, and it was split into four different kinds of things 
and then sometimes those meetings were held and sometimes they weren’t, and now, to 
my knowledge, there is nothing happening” (Participant #9). 
Ensuring a diverse set of topics are covered over time to maintain broad appeal 
also appeared as an important strategy: “We try to do is think of it as a conference of 
three or four days generation but spread out across the entire year, so we try to have 
guest speakers, workshops, less formal discussion sessions — all basically intended to 
provide a variety of interactions, so, for example, we’ve had guest speakers from the 
premier’s office, from central agencies, that can provide people a glimpse into those 
parts of government benefits speakers from ministries like from this ministry, the ministry 
of transportation, to share what are happening within particular ministries or policy 
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areas and how it fits within the broader corporate government agenda. These are 
typically followed by a fairly open discussion that allows everyone to ask questions or 
contribute, and then we’ve also had workshops where someone has come in and made a 
presentation on a new idea or a new technique, and there have been done to break-out 
sessions and small group work and that type of thing” (Participant #15). 
Other strategies that were consistently mentioned include: structuring the sessions 
to promote interaction amongst participants and with presenters; acknowledging the 
affect of workplace issues, such as downsizing, on the participants; and modelling 
behaviour for promoting learning and growth. 
It is important for CoPs to embrace a variety of modes or levels of intensity of 
participation: “For me, communities of practice is dip in dip out, and if I’m interested in 
what is being presented, I will show up” (Participant #8); “So if I missed a session I can 
go to the SharePoint site, and I can see what the presentation slides were, and I can see 
who presented. Right? So for me it’s kind of a repository — even though I am not at the 
meeting I can participate, and I can learn from what is provided in terms of information. 
I will miss some of the dialogue, but I will receive the factual information that was given” 
(Participant # 12). 
It must also be noted that while these strategies may attract participants, they can 
also alienate other potential members. For some it is an issue of learning style and for 
others it is a matter of their perception of what work is about: “I may not know because I 
haven’t gone to that many. It’s sort of like this is more of a coffee club, and I’m not a 




Results and consequences. Following the suggested strategies appears to deliver 
tangible results and consequences. A clear sense of group identity and belonging 
emerges: “So what is a real pleasure is to go out to a room and encounter people who 
think what you are doing is the neatest thing to do. I mean, it’s a lovely feeling that way. 
And everybody loves. I think all of us need the occasional stroke or reinforcement that 
you know its purpose is to good things. This is a group that thinks it’s the best thing. . . . 
But watching it, it was a way for the group, those discussions, that churning of the 
thought process and was a way for the group to basically build its identity” (Participant 
#5); “. . . kind of provide everyone with a commonality of purpose as well as an 
identification of I have a skill set that is unique within this space, and it really is a 
community of practice” (Participant #6). 
These sense of belonging is expressed in highly emotive terms (passion, sacred, 
entering the space): “I think the key to it, I really feel, is the relationships, so that you go 
into these organizations to develop some sense of trust with those people so you can put 
out those ideas so that you can see that feedback” (Participant #11); “All of us used the 
same phrase or relatively similar phases. We want to pass on the passion of what we do” 
(Participant #7); “What I think I find most interesting about uh communities of practice: 
they have a real interest, a real passion” (Participant #11); “I felt like I entered into a 
sacred space on the very first night, and unless I’m out of town, committed with work or 
something else, I’m there” (Participant #4). 
The level or intensity of an individual’s “partaking” can change over time: “So 
true to form, like, some people came back, some people drifted off, other people would 
sort of come and have a look” (Participant #1); “So the continued involvement, while the 
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fact that the involvement does ebb and flow means it’s healthy in one way and that part of 
the vibrancy of community and changing working, etc. On the other hand, you lose some 
aspects of what you originally were focused on” (Participant #5). Even when an 
individual is no longer an active participant, there is a real sense of connection and 
belonging and, for many, finding the time to participate can become a priority. 
Participants sense the opportunity for learning and growth both personally and 
organizationally For some the acceptance of CoPs takes time: “Looking back, I probably 
wasn’t a true believer (in CoPs) at that point and time. I do believe in them now” 
(Participant #5). 
Learning 
This dimension unpacks the underlying and most consistently referenced reason 
for participating in a CoP — to learn and grow (see Figure 4.5). What becomes clear 
through this research is that learning and growing don’t happen in isolation of or in the 
absence of the other dimensions. The conditions that promote learning flow most 
frequently from and build upon both the Partaking and Interacting dimensions. The 









Using a consistent “agenda” format but canvassing 
a variety of topics over a number of sessions. 
Structure session to encourage members to be 
reflective 
Acknowledge and respond to different learning 
styles 
Ensuring lots of time/opportunity for both informal 
“chats” around the session and dialoguing relative 
to the formal presentations. 
Modeling behaviour 
Seeking input from participants re: topics — 
encouraging participants to identify or offer topics 
Invite participants to use the CoP as a forum for 
developing policies/presentations/projects 
Acknowledging the learning/growth opportunities 
of being more active in the facilitation of the CoP 
and/or making presentations 
Acknowledging that each participant has their 
unique learning/growth objectives/style, etc. and 
that not everyone will travel the “same path” 
Use ritual or structure as a follow-up mechanism 
Effects/Consequences 
A sense of comfort, trust, and safety 
Openness to dialogue and curiosity amongst members 
A lack of judgment or “measuring” members’ contribution and 
participation 
Enough structure and “direction” that encourages but doesn’t force 
participation. 
A rich diversity of topics/issues that ensures most members enjoy a sense 
of connection. 
Time for less structured conversation – not all business all the time 
Motivated participants who have a 
commitment to the group 
Enhanced reflection, learning, and 
development of individual practice. 
Both horizontal and vertical growth of 
participants 
Sharing of knowledge/insights/skills 
Transfer of knowledge/practice across 
organizational boundaries 
Enhanced knowledge management within 
organization 
Transfer of corporate history/knowledge 
intergenerational 
For participants who take an active role in 
facilitating or presenting, there are 
tangible skills developed 
Figure 4.5 — Learning Dimension 
 
Conditions. There needs to be both a diversity and a consistency of topics/issues 
that promote a sense of group identity, as discussed earlier. “So here we were, a room full 
of practitioners in the area of policy, some with a few years in government and some with 
a few more years in government . . . and some of us were on the brink of retiring, what 
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might keep us right, you see, so we all being sort of a diverse group like that, we actually 
had then opportunities to share and provide some initial insights that could then be 
developed further “ (Participant #13); “I think the diversity piece is critical to 
communities of practice. And learning requires, I think, that diversity. People don’t really 
challenge what has occurred and the status quo around thinking about philosophy, 
around methodologies. They are experts in their field, but they have a different set of 
mental models that they can help you view your problem differently. And the times that 
they get to use this diversity, it is incredible the different ideas that emerge” (Participant 
#11). 
There also needs to be enough structure and direction that encourages, but doesn’t 
force, participation. Part of this “structural condition” includes allowing space or time for 
less structured conversation — it can’t be all business, all the time. At the same time, 
participants need to exhibit curiosity and openness to dialogue: “I like to understand 
where people see the world differently, or I just have a general interest in going up there 
and hearing what is going on and…and uh find out what other people do and so you can 
borrow those ideas or even adopt them quite nicely to other things” (Participant #11). 
Equally, there needs to be a demonstrable sense that an individual’s contribution, 
comment, or presentation to the CoP is not being judged or measured: “Well, they 
weren’t afraid of each other. There was mutual respect. There was a feeling that it was 
acceptable to voice an opinion and be heard as opposed to, there wasn’t fear” 
(Participant #8); “People were really encouraged to say this isn’t something where you 
are being evaluated,” (Participant #10). 
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These, in turn, generate a sense of comfort, trust, and safety that promotes and/or 
enables learning and growth: “I would say the safety that you have in the community of 
practice is the recognition that all of you are testing things out together.” (Participant #7) 
Strategies and processes. Participants referenced numerous strategies and 
processes to promote or generate learning. Using a consistent format or agenda for each 
session that includes time for both formal and informal dialogue amongst participants 
was frequently noted: “It’s something that most participants, at least that I am familiar 
with, look forward to on a monthly basis, because what is presented is topical. The 
discussions are lively, it’s well organized, there’s an agenda, there is accountabilities. 
It’s well done” (Participant #9). 
Structuring the format to promote reflection is important: “And you know, having 
that discussion with colleagues who have a similar interest about it, or let’s talk about 
some of the things that are going on with x and y. That’s a real benefit because quite 
often in our day-to-day life, what happens is we get so busy with either our profession or 
work or the activities in our life we don’t have time to stop and reflect. And so I think that 
one of the benefits of community practice is that it gives you that opportunity, you know, 
with a group of people who stop and reflect on what your experiences are” (Participant 
#13). 
Actively canvassing participants for topics or issues that are of interest to them 
was also raised frequently: “About a year and a half out there was certainly some 
discussion from the people that had been most involved with the community of practice 
about how did it go from there, and it couldn’t just be a lunch and learning session. It 
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had to be more than that. And so there was some discussion about making it sustainable” 
(Participant #5). 
Inviting participants to use the CoP as a forum for raising or exploring issues or 
projects for which they have direct responsibility matters: “So, it was a place for us to get 
feedback on what we were doing. To have people critique our ideas and poke holes into 
it.  We actually cut out designs and different types of things we were interested in doing. 
People would sort of run roughly over it, and so they would expose the weaknesses, and 
we could go back and fix it up.  Also, that group undertook a number of projects on 
behalf of the broader learning community and a broader HR community” (Participant 
#11). In essence, the members use the CoP as a crucible for developing ideas in a 
contained and safe setting — acknowledging that there are many learning styles and that 
each participant is “on their own path” and attempting to accommodate the various styles 
and paths: “So the more organic aspects have been a check for me in terms of a reminder 
that different people work in different ways and so do different groups. Sometimes you 
just have to let their maturing develop.  And they don’t always follow your particular 
mental schedule and that’s OK” (Participant #5). Actively using the opportunity to make 
presentations and to assume a role in facilitating the CoP as a learning opportunity is 
important: “So they are going to be in a group, in a group of people. Maybe that gives 
them a chance to facilitate, when I’ve never done that before. It gives them a chance to 
make a presentation if they really haven’t done that before. It gives them a chance to test 
things out and use PowerPoint whatever, and so for that, it’s really a wonderful 
opportunity” (Participant #13). 
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Results and consequences.  Every participant related some clear and tangible 
experience of personal learning and growing, and this obviously enhanced their sense of 
connection and commitment to the CoP: “When I think of the successful one or the 
successful ones, I think of those that are in which the individuals were satisfied at what 
they were getting out of the experience. So in other words, they had an incentive to 
continue getting together with colleagues, or they had an incentive to continue their 
partnership because they felt either they were getting something out of the experience, or 
they were contributing something towards the experience” (Participant #3); “So I can I 
guess the reason that I’m long-winded way from saying that I can attach benefits to my 
membership and my participation that are meaningful to me, and they may not even be 
what I’m currently doing in my work position. But they are meaningful to me in terms of 
it’s advancing the good of government as a citizen and as a public servant” (Participant 
#6). 
This learning doesn’t follow a fixed trajectory for each participant but the “take 
aways” or “aha’s” can vary from session to session: “And it’s honouring that. So I will 
get something totally different from the session than my colleague, who is an Aboriginal 
intern working in the ministry. We go. We go for the same reasons: we want to learn, and 
we want to meet new people who are open to our network, but we get different things 
from it” (Participant #12). This learning or growth would often come through the act of 
reflection and result in the development of an individual’s practice: “For me, it’s a 
reflection, whether it’s individually or within a group, is some of the most valuable time 
when you get interested and take all of the little pieces of the experience that you have 
had, pull them together, and make some sense of it”; “I like to understand where people 
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see the world differently, or I just have a general interest in going up there and hearing 
what is going on and…and uh find out what other people do and so you can borrow those 
ideas or even adopt them quite nicely to other things” (Participant #11). It could also take 
a variety of forms, both horizontal and vertical.28 One participant, a person with a 
significant background in statistics and quantitative analysis, talked about how being a 
member in a CoP had helped them develop a very real appreciation for “process,” dealing 
with ambiguity and the need to engage people in dialogue. They came to realized that 
truth wasn’t always “in the numbers.” The sharing of knowledge, skills, insights, and 
practice both across the organization and across “generations” was frequently noted: “So 
here we were, a room full of practitioners in the area of policy, some with a few years in 
government and some with a few more years in government, and what was from our 
aspect and we did recently have to develop some skills; what was available to us, what 
could’ve been, you know, better sort of events.  Um, and some of us were on the brink of 
retiring, what might keep us right, you see, so we all being sort of a diverse group like 
that, we actually had then opportunities to share and provide some initial insights that 
could then be developed further” (Participant #13). Significantly, it seemed that from the 
participants’ perspective, the route to benefits for the host organization was through the 
learning and growth of the individual participant: “The most practical thing I think 
people can get is the sharing of knowledge. And I think this also ties into the benefits of 
the organization. When you have people who are coming . . . who have quite differences 
in experience. It’s a great place for the more experienced people to share practices with 
                                                 
28 I am thinking here of how both Mezirow (2000) and Kegan (1995) use these terms: horizontal 
= acquisition of new data, knowledge, and skills; vertical = new understanding, more 
sophisticated meaning-making, those ‘aha’s’ that take you to another level of knowing, etc. 
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less experienced people. It’s a great place for the less experienced people to challenge 
the ideas that just because you had been trotting it out forever and ever, that sort of 
thing. There is a great deal in learning that happens in sharing of ideas that I think most 
of us take back to the workplace and apply it. . . . Every time you go, there is a half a 
dozen new articles to read, half a dozen new things that you can take away to the 
workplace or share in your ministry or agency. . . . You save yourself time and effort and 
the organization time” (Participant #11). 
Interacting 
The first two of these dimensions tend to focus on the individual participant while 
this third dimension speaks more to the participants’ perceptions of how CoPs function as 
a collective entity (see Figure 4.6). This dimension is highly reflective of the situated 
learning underpinnings of Lave and Wenger’s (1991) original construct of CoPs and is 
also broadly reflective of Blumer’s (1986) theory of social interactionism.29 “But I don’t 
know how you learn from other people’s experience unless you talk to those people. The 
experience is one of the best teachers around” (Participant #9); “No matter how much 
you think you know, your tight little office space, right? Ah, you go to a place like that, 
and you see how collectively, how much more we know” (Participant #13). There is 
clearly a sense that the value or benefits derived from a CoP are predicated on the 
dialogue and interactions between and amongst the participants. The conditions that 
                                                 
29 In a different configuration of the analysis, this could easily be a central dimension, 
particularly if the intent of the research was to explicate Lave and Wenger’s (1991)  
theory of situated learning based on the participants’ experience, but that is not the stated 
intent of this research, so we move on 
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inform and promote the Interacting emerge from the other dimensions, and some of the 





Hold regular sessions in a consistent place 
Establish rules and group norms through 
dialogue — allow to emerge and evolve 
Create consistent and interactive agendas 
— ensure time for informal conversations 
Pay attention to rituals and introductions 
There is a threshold sense of group identity and cohesion. 
There is a sense of group ownership/control of CoP 
The core of members driven by sense of curiosity 
Participation is voluntary, not compelled 
Members perceive both personal and organizational benefits (learning, 
networking, knowledge sharing) 
There are opportunities for both informational learning and transformational 
learning  
There is space and time provided for sessions 
There are a variety of ways and levels for members to participation 
The agenda includes/encourages social engagement 
 
Effects/Consequences 
The development of trust and acceptance amongst 
members 
A group that is capable/willing for the CoP to 
evolve and change 
Opening up of dialogue and networking across 
organizational/specialty boundaries 
Emergence of group identity and bonding 
 
Be inclusive, rather than exclusive, in 
attracting members 
Organize a mix of topics/events — based 
on participants’ input — to ensure variety 
of opportunities to interact 
Have participants lead sessions 
Enable/encourage contact outside of formal 
sessions, share contact lists, etc. 




Figure 4.6 — Interacting Dimension 
 
Conditions. A minimal level of group identity or cohesion has to exist, though this 
may in the initial stages simply be a shared interest around which a group can begin to 
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form — perhaps a bit like the grain of sand around which a pearl develops: “I think you 
need enough people to keep momentum going. And I think it’s a two-way street. I think its 
topics are topical and they are interesting and they draw people in, people are drawn in 
and you start to just foster that whole culture in the community of practice” (Participant 
#9). There need to be some perceived benefits or opportunities for learning and sharing to 
justify the “personal investment” of time and energy: “Well, I think there is a need for 
seeing that it is a good investment of time and that it needs to fit with my schedule . . . it’s 
also important to have a good cross-section of different perspectives. There are going to 
be a lot of similarities that we are all dealing with, but having the ability to hear other 
perspectives is important. And I think at some points being able to discuss how different 
ministries deal with issue” (Participant #19). Others made this point in the “negative”: 
“And they are not a strong leader, and you end up getting up off track and end up it 
being personal cases as opposed to what’s going on in their organization uhm or of 
interest to everybody about the table. That’s not a good use of my time” (Participant 
#14). 
Finally, there is a social aspect to this dimension; a CoP can’t be just about the 
business all the time. There needs to be an opportunity to connect with some of the 
participants on a personal level: “I attribute half of my . . . commitment of going to the 
people and half to the content. There is a draw for me to see this group of folks and be in 
their presence and have an experience with them once a quarter, and then there is a draw 
to what the subject matter might be” (Participant #4); “The policy of community of 
practice for me is I enjoy it more. I guess I’m fairly a social person. I like it because I see 
all these people from across from a whole bunch of different ministries that I had the 
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opportunity to deal with before or interact with, and the variety you just need to touch 
base with those folks again. So I mean as a social element to it as well. Uhm and so you 
learn some, you network some” (Participant #8). There is also evidence that this 
dimension of Interacting and in particular the social aspect of CoPs is not universally 
embraced by all participants: “I guess I was brought up in the era where just the way I 
was socialized is, well, I’m actually there to do a job, and I can do most of what I do 
without spending three hours kind of having coffee conversation and chatting about stuff. 
It’s like I tend to focus more on the . . . the tasks rather than the process” (Participant 
#6). In many cases, however, these participants found other ways to remain connected to 
the CoP, such as reviewing the agendas distributed prior to the meetings and visiting the 
SharePoint site to look at presentations that may be of interest. 
Strategies and processes. Setting a regular schedule and consistent place to meet 
is perhaps the foundation for much of the Interacting. It establishes an easy-to-remember 
time and place for getting together that become part of the regular rhythm of the 
individuals’ work lives: “I think my observation would be it is very difficult to keep a 
community going if the community isn’t interacting regularly. And whether it’s over the 
net or face to face” (Participant #5). This sense of regularity or rhythm is reinforced 
through the use of a consistent format for the agenda and ensuring time is available for 
informal conversations. 
Some attention to the social aspects of the group, particularly related to food and 
refreshments, were regularly noted — physical, social, and intellectual nourishment. 
Some specifically noted the importance of “ritual” as a strategy for promoting 
Interacting: “I just leaned over to Bert and said ‘did we do the check-in’, and . . .  you 
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know, and it wasn’t that I would have not intervened and at least checked in and asked 
the group, but uhm it’s part of the ritual of entering into that space. So we break bread 
together, whoever is there, you know, participates in that catch-up experience and when 
we start the session we start the check in and we check out” (Participant #4). 
Many suggested that being inclusive in regard to participants and topics was 
important, but others appeared to gravitate to a more exclusive focus, particularly in 
regard to participants. This perhaps highlights some of the issues of different learning 
styles and personal attitudes. Finally, several noted that encouraging contact amongst 
participants outside the formal sessions was not only natural but beneficial. 
Results and consequences. Perhaps the most significant result of these strategies is 
the development of the sense of trust and safety that is so important to Learning and 
Growing. For some interacting is central to the concept of CoPs: “The one common thing 
I think applies to any community practice, and I guess this goes along with the definition 
or principal concept, is the groups are about people interacting” (Participant #5). It also 
establishes a group identity and ownership that allows the CoP to evolve and change over 
time: “You can tell me I’m not allowed to go to them anymore, and I mean I would still 
meet for coffee and do it informally” (Participant #8). 
From a participant’s perspective, this results in a robust network that can be 
drawn upon for support, ideas, and even comfort: “One of the big things that happens in 
the policy community of practice is that it’s an opportunity to network. It’s an 
opportunity to see some people who might only ever email. Right now, you actually get to 
see them in person. There is an extra dimension that that brings to the table . . . one of the 
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other things about policy is that it has to be the subject of dialogue — and knowing who 
you’re dialoguing with” (Participant #13). 
From the perspective of the host organization, it opens up dialogue across 
organizational boundaries, which is a pre-condition for the free flow of information, 
knowledge, and practice.  
Summary of Catalyzing Dimensions 
It is very difficult, if not impossible, to tease out every conceptual thread, 
potential, motivator and perceived benefit as discrete items. It is evident from the 
foregoing discussion that some conditions, and indeed some results, are shared across the 
three dimensions, and in a number of cases, the strategies and results of one dimension 
become a condition for another. It is also evident that the collective experiences of the 
participants captured in this research portend a very complex and interrelated set of 
variables and issues at play. This is perhaps the most significant insight for a manager 
thinking of encouraging CoPs. 
The Outer Trio: The Formalizing Dimensions 
The focus of these three dimensions is on the more tangible or objective aspects 
of CoPs — what is the form or structure, what type of resources they require, and what 
type of tangible “return on investment” they might offer. These dimensions explore the 
shape and texture of CoPs in terms of how CoPs may be “identified in the field” or “how 
do you know when you have encountered a CoP.” From the perspective of the 
participants, it is clear that these Formalizing dimensions emerge from the Catalyzing 





This dimension speaks to how a CoP takes shape or form (see Figure 4.7). If this 
was a study of a physical building, the focus would be on the types of building materials, 
the assembly techniques, and the physical appearance. In the case of CoPs the focus is on 
a social entity, which means the focus is not on physical attributes per se but on what, 
through the interviews, became identified as the “rules of engagement” and how these 
rules emerged. 
Conditions. The primary condition was that membership must be a voluntary act 
on the part of each individual: “This is informal in the sense of there is no evaluation, 
there are no consequences attached to this. If you choose not to come, you don’t have to.  
No one is going to be marking you absent. If you do choose to come, it’s entirely as a 
volunteer.  So there are not that very many opportunities in government to do that, we 
wanted to keep it informal” (Participant #10); “I can also make a choice and say I have 
no more interest in being there, or I will choose to leave” (Participant # 11). This 
condition extended to include the individual retaining responsibility for the frequency and 
nature of their participation: “Communities of practice are more self-defined, are usually 
volunteering membership, or they are memberships that are free floating. There is not the 
same commitment of members who attend on a regular basis, if their work lives are 
pressuring them” (Participant #7). Similarly, it was important that all individuals 
participate as equals without reference to job title or position. As one participant stated: 
“You parked your job title at the door” (Participant #1); or as another said: “When we’re 
in a meeting we are there as who we are, not with our title . . . if someone has something 




















Figure 4.7 — Structuring Dimension 
Dimension: Structuring 
Strategies/Processes 
Preliminary rules/guidelines are established 
but with expectation these will be reviewed 
regularly 
Meeting “rituals” are established that 
become significant to members 
Time is regularly set-aside to review rules, 
discuss group norms, etc. 
Members are encouraged to be “self-
regulating” and to hold others to “account” 
The experience of other groups/CoPs is 
actively sought 
Convenors are carefully selected and 
trained – members rotate through position. 
Members are assured that their 
participation (quality and quantity) is not 
being judged or measured 
Attempts by “outside” forces to impose 
objectives are actively repelled 
A healthy dynamic CoP/group process 
An atmosphere of trust and safety 
A sense of member-ownership of CoP that will draw 
people together 
The potential for adult learning and growth 
Opportunity to discuss and learn from mistakes and 
failures 
Knowledge sharing and transfer across ministries and 
specialties 
A sustainable CoP that can withstand the regular shifts 




Members attend as “equals” without regard to title or position 
Membership is voluntary, not compelled 
There is careful, thoughtful “convenorship” 
There is a balance between rules/structure and pragmatism 
There is an appropriate mix of participants with the skills and attributes/attitudes for “group 
work” 
Expectations of how quickly group norms can become established are managed 
“Outside” objectives, or expectations, are not imposed on the group 
Conditions 
 
The “rules” needed to be pragmatic, self-generated from within the group, and 
open to some level of ongoing dialogue and change. How formal or informal these rules 
are appear highly dependent on the CoP in question. Indeed, in one case two participants 
in the same CoP expressed very different views as to the appropriate level of rule 
formality. In this case the individual advocating less formality left the CoP — but doesn’t 
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disparage the process that has continued. There needs to be an appropriate mix and 
critical mass of participants, though what constitutes appropriate and critical mass is open 
to discussion. Several noted the importance of having a skilled convener to help guide the 
process and, in particular, to manage expectations in regard to how quickly group norms 
or “rules of engagement” can be achieved: “No one could ever really explain why the 
group had stopped, except Randy had been very central to it, and he had moved on to 
doing different work. So it was almost as if they lost impetus, uhm or lost its central 
coordinator” (Participant. #5). Finally, from the participants’ perspective, it was essential 
that the CoP not be subject to external forces (i.e., Deputy Ministers) setting of tasks and 
objectives: “Yes, we would say no ( to Deputies Council). We would say, ‘We don’t 
report to you’. Right? Because we don’t. There is no formal mechanism by which that 
would, in fact, happen. Now, if they said this came up at Deputies Council, and we (the 
Deputies) need a forum for a discussion and we know that the policy community of 
practice, you know, meets, then we would likely consider holding scheduling the 
discussion” (Participant #13). 
Strategies and processes. Most of the strategies highlighted in the interview 
related to the establishment or emergence of the group norms or rules. It was noted that 
while it was important to begin with some preliminary guidelines, these needed to be 
positioned as a starting point: “Originally, it was by discussion, and the group discussed 
what it wanted to get out of the community of practice. At the time it was quite a small 
group. We were comparatively small, and it was probably about 20 to 25 people 
originally — much larger now, at least in terms of those who are interested. So it was by 
discussion, and it was tacit agreement. There wasn’t anything written down. . . . The 
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community practice now does have terms of reference, and I don’t think there’s anything 
specific in the terms of reference about that I would have to go back and look. That was 
put together because there was a lot of new membership coming in, and (we needed 
something) to bring people up to speed” (Participant #5). The focus was on being 
pragmatic and ensuring that there was regular time for dialogue and discussion: “There 
are no particular rules laid out (beginning), but at every meeting there’s usually some 
opportunity to talk about how things are working” (Participant #15). 
As previously noted, the level of formality is often in question. At least one 
example of the effects of a too rigid set of rules was identified. For most of the CoPs, an 
agenda would be created and circulated but formal minutes would not be taken and 
presentation materials would only be circulated, with the consent of the presenter. There 
was much discussion about the role of the convener. Indeed, the title given to the 
individual generated an interesting dialogue — CoP Chair, convener, and in one case, 
“Lead Goose”: “Words like ‘Chair’ or even ‘facilitator’ tend to suggest more of a 
process as opposed to the welcoming kind of environment. We use the word ‘convener’, I 
think, and I wasn’t the one who came up with this word, but the word convener connotes 
a degree of informality, I mean, that the group ranges inaudible . . . by using convener, I 
think it conveys a sense of more openness to everyone in the room so it becomes less of a 
hierarchical thing” (Participant #15). How the convener was selected and, particularly, 
how the occupant of this position changed over time was important: “I think one of the 
strengths of the community practice has been that the chairmanship has rotated over 
time. Different people are basically taking over the role of chairing the community 
practice . . . and I think if it had stayed with one person, you would have ended up as 
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more like a working group or perhaps a much looser network. . . . and there has always 
been a thought that communities have to make this work. It’s not a single person’s 
responsibility” (Participant #5); “Over this five years of the group that have been 
facilitating this community practice has evolved and changed, and the other year, when 
Ann indicated that she wanted to step down as the convener, I decided to step up” 
(Participant #15). 
Several participants noted the importance of ritual in setting the structure and tone 
of each session. Seeking advice from other groups and CoPs was also a frequently 
employed strategy. The physical location and scheduling of sessions, in addition to the 
structure of the agenda, contributed to the functioning of the CoPs, but even here there 
was a sense of pragmatism. For one CoP the original meeting space was in Cabinet 
Chambers, which offered an attractive ambience, but when the group outstripped the 
capacity of Chambers, they had to find another location and, for a time, moved between a 
variety of locations before settling on a more consistent venue: “I made initially the 
cabinet chambers available for that partly because of its own cache and partly because I 
really did  think people should see where their policy submission ultimately landed and 
the fact that they could visualize that they were sitting in their very own minister’s seat, 
in some cases, and they could understand their minister had 15 minutes to present the 
ideas and discuss the options that they were putting forward in their cabinet 
submissions” (Participant #10). The one constant, however, was the consistent meeting 
time: “The meeting had a pre-determined time, the last Friday of every month for three 
hours at a specific location, so you knew the meeting was going to happen barring a 
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formal um cancellation. I found that respectful of the fact that people are busy, and they 
need to know what they are committing their time to” (Participant #9). 
Another CoP, comprised of ADMs, chose the more personal surroundings of one 
of their offices, while yet another CoP opted to meet in members’ homes outside of 
working hours — again, the prescribed and regular schedule was an important aspect of 
both. Finally, there were several observations of how CoPs could ward-off objectives and 
directions being imposed from an external source like Deputy Ministers or a central 
agency: “. . . that happened at the agency, PSA, a couple of years ago, where they 
created a whole bunch of communities of practice,  uh but then what they wanted every 
community of practice to do was create a key charter, identify projects and outcomes, 
and demonstrate ROI at the end of the year. . . . and there was three of us, and the first 
thing we said was ‘P@*s on you’. They had a PSA representative there, and we just said, 
‘No, we are not doing it’. That’s b#*ls#@t, you know. We come together because we are 
interested in doing it, and uh when we are no longer interested in doing it, we will stop 
doing it. And so they were quite taken aback by it all. And it (the CoP) actually 
disbanded” (Participant #11). A perhaps less confrontational strategy was also noted in 
another case where an outside authority suggested that a CoP develop a formal manual 
for broad distribution: “Yeah, (we did the manual) outside the community of practice 
entirely rather than deal with it directly. We asked if there were any volunteers to work 
on it, and they met more often until they had it done. . . . and we had a project chartered 




Results and consequences. The most significant result of what emerges for the 
data is a sense of group, collective, or participant ownership of the CoP. Coupled with 
this is a sense of both self and collective responsibility to the CoP: “Ownership — while 
it’s not my community of practice, it’s everybody’s community of practice” (Participant 
#5); “So really, there is collective accountability in the space to honour it, to have some 
integrity about it. And I think a shared sense of ownership around that” (Participant #4). 
Together, these enable an atmosphere of trust and safety to develop that are conditions 
for participants’ learning and growth. One participant offered a very graphic illustration 
of this in their description of something called “virtual dissent,” used in one of the CoPs: 
“I want to do make a presentation, then I’m going to turn my chair around, and I’m 
going to take notes and, behind my back as it were, I want you to be as caustic and brutal 
on these ideas as you can be. And what most people find it’s really difficult, because 
we’re so over-trained in being polite that people space this . . . and initially um, after the 
presentation, the first comments are ‘gosh that was a lot of good working there; good, 
that was impressive’. I like that, (but then) another guy said ‘hold on a minute, that’s not 
our job here. We’re supposed to rip this apart’, and he started leading a vicious attack on 
the paper — not on me but on the paper and um,  . . . What I want are good ideas in the 
paper, and I don’t want to hear six months later ‘oh, he didn’t do this, or didn’t do that’.  
Let’s then you take all this and some of it, again its, some of it you can take and it will 
actually . . . there does have to be some degree of trust, or there has to be some 
familiarity with the technique within the group knowing what the bounds are because . . . 
people become identified, they personally identify with their work daily. . . . So I guess it 
worked, particularly around the community of practice, because there’s an underlying 
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assumption that we are here to learn . . . I’m not sure I do want to go and sit in the 
executive and . . . give them the option to trash my paper. You know, there’s a whole 
different set of, different set of circumstances” (Participant #7). 
One of the most frequently identified results was the CoP becoming a place were 
failures and mistakes could be discussed and acknowledged: “Failure is a sense of, if you 
look at failure as a point of having done that provides you the basis for reflection, 
discernment, and improvement, then failure is a positive thing. Failure with a traditional 
government is seen as you are a risk rather then risk-taking is good. We’ve had the 
semantics around us for years. We want you to feel safe to take risks and to do things and 
it’s okay to fail once, maybe. But you don’t fail on a regular basis. The community of 
practice allows you to fail within an area that’s not going to judge you, so you can fail 
and not feel like someone will be somehow putting that in the closet or on piece of paper 
or in the back of their minds saying, ‘there is your “number one’” (Participant #7). In 
some cases this was expressed as the opportunity to explore new and yet unproven ideas: 
“But what you are doing is you are exploring the idea, and you think: well, I don’t think 
you thought about this particular part of your idea very well, because this sort of thing 
happens, bad things will occur, or it will fail. And so you build up that level of trust in 
those relationships to be able to explore those ideas and encourage them to do things” 
(Participant #11). Another significant result raised in a variety of manners was the 
transfer of insights, knowledge, and wisdom, both across organizational boundaries and 
generations: “just started working better horizontally, and that’s always better for 
government to have integrated policy” (Participant #10). 
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Collectively, the result is a sustainable CoP that could continue to attract 
participants, evolve as circumstances required, and resist external intrusion: “The 
community of practice doesn’t stop because I can’t go to a couple of meetings. It’s 
immaterial that way. There are lots of people going to those meetings, thank you very 
much. . . . on the negative side, some of what those communities are focused on have 
changed over time. I think that the smaller group and the initial core group there was a 
lot more strategy or examination of policy of strategy, trying to think where policy was 
going, high-level strategic type of issues that the practice of policy is going to be facing 
over the next few years. The group is now much broader and much larger numbers 
involved. Their focus, I think, is less strategic now and more information sharing, uh 
experience sharing. That’s good too, but it’s a different character to the group or a 
different focus to the group” (Participant #5). There were several examples provided of 
CoPs that had disappeared because the conditions outlined in this dimension were not 
met: “There was supposed to be a project management community of practice, and it has 
sort of died, I think a very untimely death, for all of the opposite reasons to why the other 
one was very successful. It’s not well organized, it’s not, there’s no accountability. We 
sort of had meetings for awhile, and then there are no scheduled meetings, and it was 
split into four different kinds of things, and then sometimes those meetings were held and 
sometimes they weren’t and now, to my knowledge, there is nothing happening. But I am 
just sort of beyond caring whether they do or they don’t, because it was more trouble to 






Every activity within an organization requires or consumes resources, and CoPs 
are no exception. What emerges from this research that is particularly fascinating is both 
the limited resources that appear to be required and the desire on the part of the members 
to minimize the resource burn. (see Figure 4.8) It needs to be understood, in this context, 
that the majority of CoPs touched through this research were located in a single city and 
relied primarily on face-to-face meetings. There was only one CoP that was identified 
that existed primarily in “cyber-space,” and perhaps a couple of small, informal CoPs that 
operated through email and telephone conversations with the occasional face-to-face as 
work and travel conditions enabled. Certainly, some interviewees noted the challenge of 
involving participants across geographic space and the potential of using technology to 
help with this challenge. 
Conditions. The principal condition was the ability of participants to manage their 
own time: “So time is really important that you need to have that permission (to attend) 
both from yourself and from your organization — take time out and do that reflection on 
your practice” (Participant #11). Indeed, time consistently arose as the most significant 
resource required: “I would say in terms, of in terms of cost, what will cost you most is 
that time of people involved. I haven’t really thought about multiplying the time of the 
people involved, but say a couple of hours of the once a month, and if your community 
practice is large then you have more people involved. So I think that will put you in the 
order of hundreds of thousands rather than millions, but I think you would have to 
expand that out.  And in terms of tangible resources, what you need is meeting space, and 
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I think it also helps to have something like a share point or virtual link to the community 


























Members have the time to meet and are able to manage their time (or have a supervisor 
who “allows” the time) 
CoP meetings need to be scheduled consistently at an appropriate time and must be 
perceived, by the members, as a “good use of time” 
Space must be available, easily accessible, and appropriate for the CoP 
Access to typical office communication systems (email, telephones, etc.) is important 
and access to websites and file sharing systems are also helpful 
Ability to attract non-members to present on significant topics/issues – may be either 
experts internal to the organization or external experts 
Resources used must not establish external control or direction of the CoP 
Skilled convenor is available
A sense of participant ownership/control 
A regularity that enhances or eases participation 
An ability to “drop-in” or regulate your own participation 
No-one overloaded or overworked as a result of the CoP 
Limits perception that CoP is “too” expensive 
Highlights the learning and development aspects of the 
CoP 
Set regular meeting times so members can “plan their 
time” 
Schedule meetings outside of regular work hours or 
during inconspicuous times 
Highlight “content” that will attract participants and 
garner support from senior managers — yet leave time 
for socializing and networking 
Circulate agenda in advance and materials post-session 
— establish some form of “technological space” (inter/ 
intranet) 
Rely on participants to arrange for space and use 
available space 
Draw convenors from participants and rotate this 
responsibility — groom convenors 
Highlight skill development aspects of being the 
convenor and doing presentations 
Contain the obvious “burn” of resources 
Rely on core-group to manage CoP off the side of their 
desks 
 




In most cases participants noted that they already “contributed” considerable 
amounts of unpaid overtime, so the few hours a month to attend a CoP session was not a 
significant “cost to the employer”: “Knowing that we need only once a month, and it’s 
only a couple of hours. So generally speaking, most schedules have that in there, most 
people have that in their schedule. And besides, many of us are at the management level. 
We usually make up for those two hours in other time, right?” (Participant #13). All three 
of the Deputy Ministers also noted that they were not concerned about staff taking the 
time to attend CoPs as they know most staff contributed significant hours of their own 
time to the organization. Significantly, participants were very clear that “work” came 
before the CoP, and there was firm commitment that any immediate deliverables would 
take precedent over attending a session: “But then if work gets in the way, first thing that 
gets dropped is community of practice” (Participant #8). In some cases the issue of 
workload shaped the nature of participation, and in at least one instance, it simply 
prevented a potential member becoming involved: “Not having that time. There is a lot of 
emphasis these days on work-life balance and finding balance, and you may have a lot of 
distractions, and so I have to make a choice between meeting or phoning someone to talk 
about policy, policy analysis, or an article, or getting a task done. So it’s back to 
choosing between the deadline and the child. And you know your child is going to win” 
(Participant #19). 
In at least one case it was noted that a supervisor did not support an individual’s 
participation. Some CoPs purposely scheduled sessions outside of working hours to avoid 
any apparent conflict, but even in these cases, work would always take precedence. 
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In addition to “time,” the only other necessary resources consistently identified 
were the need for a physical location and a modest amount of technological support in the 
shape of email and telephones. In a couple of cases participants noted the importance of 
access to the “employers” Microsoft SharePoint site to share documents. While the 
resources identified might be considered modest, access to them required the tacit, if not 
active, support of senior managers. 
Strategies and processes. The fundamental strategy identified was consciously 
containing or minimizing the resources required. This included choosing times that were 
“inconspicuous” or perhaps bridged into personal time. One CoP meets every third 
Friday of the month from 10 AM to noon or 1 PM; another, comprised of ADMs, meets 
every third Thursday at 8 AM in one of the member’s offices; and a third schedules their 
meeting in the evening at a member’s home. Locations would be sought from “willing 
donors” — not all ministries had rooms large enough for some of the CoPs, and some 
Deputies were perceived as being more supportive (or at least less questioning). The 
organizing of the sessions would be managed by the convener and a small support group 
“off the side of their desks”: “There is really a core of about four or five people that 
really work out the agenda, the speakers, that kind of thing. So there’s always been this 
core group, and its core group basically make sure that we’re always on top of things 
and about what’s going on, but the wider community (inaudible) . . . I’m not sure how 
that has been worked out” (Participant #15). 
Rotating the convener and refreshing the support group limited the weight being 
placed on any one individual for too long a period. In one CoP there was a one-year 
commitment, and it was a rotating chair, so there is another — at the end of the year a 
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new person takes over: “So no, it’s an annual commitment” (Participant #9). Some CoPs, 
particularly the more formal ones, circulate agendas prior to sessions and presentation 
materials post-session to help participants determine their interest in a particular session. 
The use of Microsoft SharePoint was also identified — seen as a marginal cost to the host 
organization as its use was covered by an omnibus license: “There is a SharePoint site, 
so people, I mean that’s still in its infancy. But where people give presentations or share 
experience, that information is on a SharePoint site, so if you can’t make the meeting, 
you can still benefit from other peoples experience. And I found it to be a really useful 
community of practice” (Participant #9). 
In some cases there were identified strategies to curry support of senior managers 
and Deputies, including consciously selecting topics and arranging presentations that 
would be seen as “valuable to the organization,” and promoting the skill development 
capacity of participating in a CoP, particularly making presentations and acting as a 
convener. In one case a Deputy was asked to be the “champion”: this largely entailed 
attending an early session and expressing their support verbally. One Deputy interviewed 
described a situation in which a successful cross-ministry project was partially credited to 
a CoP. 
When asked if they felt more resources should be made available, most 
participants were ambivalent. Some did express a sense that some additional resourcing 
— particularly with technology, facilitation, and off-setting some travel — might be 
useful. Many were not sure if any additional resources were truly necessary. Some 
expressed concern that more resources would encourage or heighten expectations and 
demands from the host organization: “I can’t think of a downside of too much resources 
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being sent, except that one day the pendulum swings in terms of the way that money is 
being spent, and always everything is up for examination in a public sector” (Participant 
#10). 
Results and consequences. The prevalent approach to managing the resource 
requirements of the CoPs captured in this research tend to reinforce the sense of 
participant ownership and control of the CoP, the significance of which has already been 
highlighted: “So really, there is collective accountability in the space to honour it, to 
have some integrity about it. And I think a shared sense of ownership around that” 
(Participant #4); “While it’s not my community of practice, it’s everybody’s community 
of practice” (Participant  #15). It also enhances the capacity of the CoP to evolve, re-
energize or change as required. Many of the strategies are aimed at ensuring that no one 
becomes over-burdened by their contribution to the CoPs’ operation. Containing the costs 
associated with the CoP both mitigated an opportunity for senior managers to perceive 
the CoP as expensive and allowed more attention to be focused on the training and 
learning potential of the CoP: “Well I think if you have too much resourcing people . . . 
you have to be accountable for the expenditure of those resources. And as long as you 
can fly below the radar, you know, little responsibility or less accountability to report on 
those things. So there is a pro and con to those types of things” (Participant #11). 
All three Deputy Ministers interviewed noted that finding a balance between too 
much resource and not enough was important, and that while they would want to support 
a CoP, they didn’t want to have to become preoccupied with managing the resources 





This dimension explicates the tangible benefits or results that accrue from CoPs, 
an issue of import to both participants and the host organization. (see Figure 4.9) All 
participants expressed a firm conviction that CoPs produced tangible benefits for 
individual participants, which also translated to benefiting the host organization. The 
issue of measuring the effects of these benefits, however, was open to debate. Some 
clearly thought that trying to measure benefits was counter-productive: “Not 
meaningfully (laugh), No, because well, oh man, no, I don’t think. I don’t know, it seems 
so suggestive um. It’s like trying to quantify the benefits of reading books” (Participant 
#1). Others thought it was possible albeit with a little creativity: “I’m sure you could 
quantify. I can sit down and say, ‘Burt brings in a tool that he has used’, and I can say, 
‘well, Burt how long did it actually take you to pull that together?’ Which is . . . how 
much time and effort it took you to do it? How many people were involved? And we could 
probably summarize his salary cost and everybody else who made a contribution to that. 
You say, here is the value of this artefact. . . .and say he’s going to share it with 10 other 
practitioners. . . . and you can add a little number to it, and Bob’s your uncle, and 
everybody’s happy after that. So it is possible to do it. . . . it would be practical and useful 
to do it on . . . on some specific things, but I wouldn’t do it for everything. But if you are 
looking at, you know, someone did a randomly selected: out of every 100 ideas you look 
at, you get a ROI on half a dozen would be appropriate . . . But if you did it on every one 
or did it all the time, then it isn’t a community of practice. The participants will likely say 







Include the discussion of benefits in the ritual and 
rules dialogue 
Ensure that presentations regularly reflect 
issues/topics of obvious organizational 
value/interest 
Limit the consumption of resources 
Encourage members to “communicate upwards” 
when they have derived a benefit from the CoP — 
“this idea emerged from …,” “what ministry xx has 
experienced …,” “let me ask xx about this …” 
Develop simple measurement criteria that can be 
used and refined over time 




A functioning CoP that is self-regulating/directed 
Acceptance that “process” is necessary for a CoP to be successful 
Acceptance that members will not all acquire the same benefits in the same timeframe 
Acceptance that CoPs are not intended for achieving short-term objectives 
Acceptance that CoPs will consume resources balanced with acceptance that resource 
consumption brings need for accountability 
Acceptance that not all benefits can be easily measured 
Acceptance that the focus and intensity of measuring benefits must reflect the level of 
resources consumed 
Attention to benefits and ROI will likely generate both better 
measurement tools and greater benefits (has to be balanced 
to avoid “drowning” the CoP) 
Greater, broader participation as potential participants 
recognize benefits 
Greater acceptance by the organization/senior managers of 
the consumption of resources to facilitate CoPs 
Greater understanding of how organizations function and 
how knowledge is created, transferred and used 
Conditions 
Figure 4.9 — Leveraging Dimension 
 
From an organizational perspective there is an obvious desire to demonstrate a 
“return on investment.” Naming this dimension became an exercise in trying to arrive at 
word that strikes an appropriate balance of these varying perspectives. Measuring and 
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Capitalizing seemed too definitive, and perhaps more oriented to the organizational 
perspective, while Leveraging connoted a sense of balance and nuance. 
Conditions. The most obvious condition was the existence of a functioning CoP 
which, as discussed earlier, captures a number of more discrete conditions. Principal 
amongst these other conditions is that the CoP is self-regulated or “participant owned,” 
and that there is a tacit acceptance of resources being allocated for the CoPs operation.30 
The acceptance of process as a necessary element of a CoP also appears to be a condition, 
as has been discussed earlier. Some of the participants found their learning around the 
importance of process a major insight (such as Participant #5), while others were less 
sanguine (such as Participants # 6 +14). Perhaps the most important aspect of “process” 
is found in the distinction between CoPs and other organizational structures like 
committees and work groups: “The difference is, okay, so compared to a project — a 
project has a start date and end date, and there are measures and costs. Implementation 
costs, measures, expected results, timeframe. Community of practice is continuous, 
right?” (Participant #12); “The thing is that uh, we’re there to share information, right, 
to give information, and to learn information. We’re not there to actually make progress 
on a specific project. We have no timelines” (Participant #13); “If you have a project 
team, by definition you have a temporary endeavour. You are going to start something, 
and you are going to end something, and you’ve got accountability.  Uh, you have a 
really specific thing to do, or why are you a project team? Whereas you’re not as specific 
with the communities of practice” (Participant #9). 
                                                 
30 The acceptance of resources being used is clearly an issue where the CoP functions wholly 
within the host organization, but even in CoPs that appear to function independently of a host 
organization, there appears to be a need for the participants to perceive a positive balance 
between their time (and other resources) committed to the CoP and the benefits they derive. 
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The emergent sense of a CoP means that results aren’t achieved immediately. 
Participants don’t all derive the same benefit, and often what they receive is merely a 
seed that doesn’t germinate until they encounter some other stimulus — like encountering 
a problem or question that reminds them of something they heard at a CoP session. There 
also appear to be several conditions that relate to how benefits can be or should be 
identified and/or measured — specifically, an acceptance that not all benefits can be 
easily measured, particularly using quantitative techniques, and that measurement could 
distort the operation of a CoP and/or that the measurement process could prove more 
resource intense than the CoP itself: “But is extremely hard to quantify, to a certain 
extent. As soon as you do try and put things to identify and qualification and 
demonstration of benefits around it, you lose the benefits. The fact that it is unstructured 
and so different that it’s just a different environment for people to be thinking, and so to 
some extent, I think that there’s a trust within the organization that by giving people these 
opportunities that overall they will benefit. I’d be very hard pressed to tell you precisely 
in which ways the policy community of practice has made me a better policy person. But I 
would absolutely be able to tell you that I feel that I am a better policy person after those 
meetings and after those discussions. I believe that the feelings themselves actually 
creates benefits” (Participant #5). 
Strategies and processes. The most obvious strategy employed is simply 
containing the actual cost of operating the CoP and positioning the costs as marginal. 
Limiting the direct cost of a CoPs operation keeps it “off the radar” as a target for budget 
efficiency targets Similarly, as has also been noted, some CoPs actively encourage 
participants to acknowledge the role the CoP has played in relationship to an issue or 
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project, in effect communicating upwards about the benefits — “I first came across this 
idea at the CoP,” “ Ministry XX discussed their experience of this type of problem at a 
recent CoP session,” or “let me talk with a couple of my colleagues in the CoP.” 
Some participants have also devised more sophisticated approaches to measuring 
the costs and the results or benefits of CoP membership, but even these tend to be more 
qualitative: “Now because of the engagement strategy we are seeing communities of 
practice having a different value from the knowledge side rather than the deliverable 
side. The transfer of knowledge is a product. It is an outcome that we want to achieve 
within government” (Participant #7). One participant, (a member of the ADM CoP), cast 
the benefits as “outcomes” rather than “outputs” which, in the context of public policy, 
moves the timeline for generating benefits into the medium to longer term and raises the 
prospect of a more complex measurement structure (Participant #21). 
Results and consequences. Both tangible and intangible benefits accrue to the 
individual and the organization: “But I think the real key was communities of practice 
had been talked about probably more so in the last — I’ll say two years — and a lot of it 
came when we were looking at the fear of loss of corporate knowledge. So how do we get 
that corporate knowledge together? How do we build something that is tangible around 
that corporate knowledge, and how do we build the process to pass it own?” Participant  
#7; “I’d be very hard pressed to tell you precisely in which ways the policy community of 
practice has made me a better policy person. But I would absolutely be able to tell you 
that I feel that I am a better policy person after those meetings and after those 
discussions. I believe that the feeling itself actually creates benefits” (Participant #5); 
“Government gets people who are, first of all, better policy analysts. They are more 
 
192 
aware of current topics or discussion, are uh perhaps rejuvenated because they get that 
time to go connect with and learn different things in different ministries. Happier 
employees, more engaged employees, interested employees. I don’t see a downside to it. I 
mean, three hours a month for some personal and professional development to pay its 
dividends at least tenfold” (Participant #9). 
Attention to identifying and measuring the benefits of participating in a CoP will 
clearly attract new members. Similarly, by demonstrating a transparent desire to show 
that CoPs generate benefits, members reassure senior managers that the marginal 
resources required provide an acceptable return on investment. Both of these results are 
important to the ongoing development and maintenance of a dynamic, sustainable CoP, 
which appears to be the primary interest of the participants. 
There are two additional consequences of this focus on benefits. First, it should 
generate better and more sophisticated tools and techniques to identify and measure the 
benefits. Second, it should deepen our understanding of how organizations function, how 
knowledge is created and transferred within organizations, and how individuals learn and 
grow within the organizational context. These, in turn, should increase the capacity of 
CoPs to generate desired benefits — it appears a cyclical process. The belief that CoPs 
generate value to the organization while also challenging the traditional strategies for 
measuring Return on Investment (ROI) was articulated by all of the Deputies 
interviewed. This is an observation by one of the Deputies: “I think if you looked at the 
project management one and you looked at the whole path, I think that you would see 
that in terms of ROI we leverage much more quickly to a common place then we might 
have otherwise done. There was some formal sanctioning at different points later on, but 
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early on people were doing that of their own accord, and so we probably got a return on 
investment there. In terms of employee moral and job satisfaction, I’m part of . . . right 
now my accounting, err my research people put on these little lunch seminars, research 
lunch seminars, and people come and listen to them, or not. And they’ve had a pretty 
good turnout at lunchtime of people wanting to go and listen to our dry research people 
talk about things like Social Services in Finland. . . . and so there is certainly a spin-off in 
terms of engagement commitment, those things, and we all know that if you have engaged 
employees you have happy clients, and if you have happy clients you have successful 
financial outcomes. And I don’t think that’s any different in government than it is in the 
private sector. And so that piece of it, and certainly in a time when you are looking at job 
retention as a key criteria recruitment attraction and retention uhm the ability for 
someone to say, ‘gee, I did this neat thing’, or ‘you know, I’m able to play on the fringes 
a little bit uhm and that’s one of the things that I get out of my job’. I think that there is a 
huge value in that” (Participant #16). 
Summary of Formalizing Dimensions 
Similar to the Catalyzing dimensions, it is difficult to separate out all of the 
concepts and issues into discrete dimensions. There is an inherent messiness of 
relationships and interactions that make definitive statements difficult. There are a couple 
of issues that emerged in the data which don’t fit neatly into any particular dimension but 
do inform how participants understand the structure and operation of CoPs. First is the 
issue of CoPs having a life-cycle. As noted, many participants used words like organic 
and emergent to describe CoPs. Equally, many noted CoPs (or CoP-like entities) in which 
they had participated but which no longer exist. Pursuing these notions with the 
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interviewees revealed that many participants saw CoPs as “living” and having a 
discernible life-cycle. While the decline/disappearance of a CoP may cause some regret, 
often it seemed to simply be accepted - an issue of the CoP “running its course”: “I don’t 
think a community of practice has to exist forever and ever. I think a community of 
practice is there to serve the needs of the participants for as long as they are a part of 
that community of practice. And then if it dissolves or something else re-forms in a 
different shape and size, so be it. Right?” (Participant #3). 
Potentially, the more significant or insightful discussion arose as participants 
attempted to distinguish between CoPs and other formal organizational entities like 
committees, work teams, and task forces. Participants were quick to note a number of 
fundamental differences between CoPs and these other entities. In a number of cases it 
was admitted that the boundaries were moveable or permeable, but only to a certain 
extent. It is obvious that participants appreciate that a CoP structure would not be 
appropriate in many situations, but equally, they would argue that only a CoP is 
appropriate in other situations. Others noted that more formal entities, like committees, 
could effectively adopt some aspects of CoPs (two great examples: one of building a 
reflective learning objective and the other facilitating the personal or social connections 
into regular committee meetings), yet they would remain committees. These observations 
offer both a richer sense of how CoPs operate but also emphasis the notion of balancing, 
fluidity, or juggling that suffuses all of the data. 




1. Participants approach these dimensions primarily from a highly personal and 
collegial perspective rather than from an organizational perspective. 
2. Participants see CoPs as entities that are owned by the participants and not by 
the host organization. The “owners” must set the agenda, structure, and goals. 
3. Participants recognize that CoPs do consume resources but there seems to be 
an inherent frugality embraced by participants — resources should be 
contained and participants should actively contribute rather than expecting the 
host organization to simply “underwrite” the CoPs’ activity. 
4. Participants all believe they have directly and indirectly benefited from their 
participation in a CoP, but acknowledge the benefits to the host organization 
may be more indirect or at least longer in gestation time. 
5. Participants recognize that the work and objectives of the host organization 
take precedence over the CoP, and that benefits accruing to the host 
organization must be commensurate to the resources consumed. 
6. Participants acknowledge that CoPs should be expected to generate benefits 
but are cautious about how best to identify and measure these benefits. 
7. Participants consistently note the opportunity to explore and discuss failures 
and mistakes in a safe and non-judging setting as one of the major benefits 
they derive from CoPs. 
8. Participants can and do distinguish between CoPs and other formal entities 
like committees. They recognize that each structure has a particular 
application – the question of which “tool” to use is determined by first 
knowing what is intended to be accomplished. 
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Before concluding this section, it is illustrative to turn to the comments and 
observations of the three Deputy Ministers interviewed as part of this research. Their 
insights, to a large extent, reinforce those of the participants. Two of the Deputies 
interviewed had actively encouraged the creation of CoPs within their respective 
ministries. (I have some good quotes as to why and how). The third had heard of CoPs 
but had not actively encouraged them, though interestingly, noted that they would 
disappointed if their staff would wait for formal encouragement.31 All acknowledged the 
importance of networks and collegial relationships — or CoP-like groups — in their own 
professional development. They translated this personal experience into their underlying 
support of CoPs. Similarly, all expressed comfort with the minimal resource requirements 
(most staff work way more overtime, etc.) and would entertain more tangible support if 
requested (what would they want, just ask etc.). At the same time, they did appreciate that 
containing the resource burn allowed them to “not bother too much” with or insist on 
close monitoring for the resources consumed. As might be expected, the Deputies did 
express a slightly different attitude in regard to identifying and measuring the benefits – 
particularly if participants wanted more resources. The Deputies also all agreed that CoPs 
could not be allowed to undermine or subvert government policy and objectives, but only 
one could identify an occasion when this may have happened, and it was acknowledged 
as minor. Lastly, all three Deputies interviewed acknowledged that not all of their 
colleagues may have the same acceptance or tolerance of CoPs — at least to the extent 
they can’t be controlled and directed. 
 
                                                 
31 I know this Deputy fairly well and know his reputation amongst his staff over the years — he is 
a supportive Deputy with an open-door policy, encourages dialogue, and gives staff opportunities. 
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Summary of Dimensional Analysis 
If the measure of a successful Dimensional Analysis is a definitive response to 
Schatzman’s (1991) question “what all is going on here?,” then this work fall short. 
Perhaps the best that can be said is “there are a whole lot of things going on here, but we 
can provide a little clarity.” This is not intended as an admission of defeat or failure, but 
merely an acknowledgement of how complex CoPs are when seen through the experience 
of CoP members. 
What the DA has rendered is some level of clarity on the three important points 
that will be of significance to individuals wanting to facilitate or better understand CoPs. 
The first point is reflected in the central dimension — Fluxing. The inner workings of a 
CoP represent non-stop movement, balancing, and accommodation of a plethora of 
relationships, issues, variables, and processes. The second point relates to the Catalyzing 
dimensions of Partaking, Learning, and Interacting. Individuals understand their 
experience in highly personal ways and along more than a single dimension. The third 
point relates to the Formalizing dimensions of Structuring, Resourcing, and Leveraging. 
While CoPs all assume some recognizable form or structure, as a member-owned entity, 
this structure is ultimately driven by the members, not the host organization. 
Summary of the Findings 
This chapter began with a short quote from Tom Wayman’s poem “Friends 
Logging.”32On one level, the poem is about loggers getting together outside of the 
logging camps and after the logging season to share experiences, knowledge and yarns. 
While knowledge and wisdom are being shared in these encounters, so too are the bonds 
                                                 
32 See Appendix D for the complete poem. 
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of identity and comradeship strengthened. The poem was shared at the beginning of an 
early interview by an individual credited with being a principal organizer of one of the 
largest CoPs in the BC Public Service. The individual began the interview be relating 
how this poem had shaped their understanding of CoPs, and how it reflected their sense 
of how work is central to our existence — and how much is accomplished in those 
unstructured and undirected interactions with our colleagues. Interestingly, another 
participant related a similar experience, though not in the form of a poem. The poem does 
seem to capture much of the essence of CoPs: the fluidity, the lack of formality, the social 
aspects, the emergent qualities, and it being about the work but not being the work. It 
highlights both the ubiquitous nature of these types of relationships and the difficulty in 
rendering them into precise, disentangled, unassailable thoughts and concepts. 
This quality of movement and constant balancing of shifting variables is captured 
in the central dimension of Fluxing. These qualities are evidenced in both the Situational 
and Dimensional Analysis. The context or situation in which the BC Public Service 
functions is continually shifting and evolving — even though, on a day-to-day basis, it 
can look serenely stable and constant. Technology, knowledge transparency, and 
stakeholder sophistication are all speeding up the timeframe for decisions. The public 
service is faced with developing increasingly complex and sophisticated strategies to 
respond to these broader social and economic changes. 
The promotion and use of CoPs as one strategy or vehicle is being used in the BC 
Public Service to respond to a constantly changing social and economic environment. 
The six analytic dimensions underscore the array of issues and variables that are in play 




in a manner that can be judged, probed, repositioned, adapted, or dismissed in a quest to 
better understand how CoPs function. 
The stated intent of this research is to help practitioners better understand CoPs so 
that they can successfully navigate this terrain in their own organizations. To this point, 
the elements of the SA and the analytic dimensions of the DA have been presented 
largely as separate items. To achieve the intent of this research Chapter V will focus on 
using these findings to develop an integrated conceptual model that can be effectively 
used by practitioners.
200 
CHAPTER V: CONCLUSIONS 
“Deputies shouldn’t be afraid of CoPs.”1 
Introduction 
Based on the findings of this research, it appears that CoPs can provide significant 
benefits to organizations such as the BC Public Service. It also appears that there are 
numerous examples of individuals coming together in configurations that they call CoPs. 
These configurations reflect a broad range of structure and resourcing across a wide 
continuum, from very informal to very formal. Some rely on the employer’s resources to 
a limited extent, and others consciously avoid using such resources. Yet across these 
differing expressions of what is a CoP, there are a number of clear similarities that 
underpin them all. 
As identified in Chapter III, the stated objective of this research is to explore the 
complexity inherent in CoPs and to begin to sketch a map or model of how CoPs function 
from the perspective of the members. It was also noted that the existing body of research 
on CoPs does not shed much light on how CoPs are experienced by their members, and 
that this research is intended to begin to address this gap. The purpose of the map or 
model derived from this research is intended to help CoP members, facilitators, or 
individuals contemplating the creation of a CoP to better understand what is involved and 
what may work. While it seems widely accepted that CoPs work, it is simply less 
understood what it is about CoPs that works. It also appears that CoPs exhibit similar yet 
different dynamics to other more well-known group activities used in organizations such 
as teams and committees. These two observations raise the very real potential that CoPs 
                                                 
1 The response from Participant #15 when asked what he would say to Deputy Minister if asked 
to share his thoughts about how a DM should perceive CoPs. 
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can challenge standard or traditional approaches to managing groups in organizations, 
and that a different mind-set or mental-model is needed if CoPs are to be used 
successfully. 
In order to move quickly and accessibly through what could be a daunting array 
of data, information, and theories, this chapter is organized in five sections. The intent is 
to provide a clear path for the reader. A brief description of the sections is as follows: 
1. The first section will identify some of the broad conclusions that may be 
drawn from this research, linking the findings of this research to other key 
works related to CoPs. It concludes with a suggestion of how CoPs fit with 
other, more formal structures within organizations; 
2. The major part of the second section will articulate a more complex model 
of CoPs that emerges from this research. It will also include brief 
introductory comments about why models are important and how the typical 
or traditional approach to creating a group activity in a complex 
organization may not be appropriate for the successful creation of a CoP; 
3. The third section will note the limitations of this research; 
4. The fourth section will identify some of the future research opportunities 
that could be pursued; and 
5. The final section will provide a brief summary and concluding remarks. 
Broad Conclusions Drawn from Findings 
The acknowledged strength of GT is its ability to help deepen our understanding 
of a phenomena, to explicate theoretical propositions that help explain “what all is going 
on.” Care must be taken, however, to acknowledge that as a constructivist methodology, 
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the theoretical propositions apply only to the specific phenomenon that is the focus of the 
research.2 In the case of this research that phenomena is the experience of CoPs members 
situated in the BC Public Service. The conclusions drawn from this research and the 
theoretical propositions and models generated provide insights only into the experience 
of members in CoPs within the BC Public Service (BCPS). While it is anticipated that 
these will be of value to individuals within the BCPS, it is also anticipated that they may 
be informative to individuals in other public sector organizations and, indeed, other 
knowledge-intense enterprises. 
Before turning to the theoretical propositions and the modelling, a brief recap of 
the findings and some of the broad conclusions drawn from the research is appropriate. 
The intent of this section is not to offer an exhaustive set of conclusions, but rather to 
provide a foundation which enhances the accessibility of the modelling. 
From the outset of this research it was evident that the idea or concept of CoPs 
was readily accepted within the BC Public Service. Prior to beginning the interview 
phase of the research, it was striking how commonly understood or recognized was the 
term, albeit often without a clearly articulated definition. In almost every case the 
participants spoke of their membership in several CoPs or CoP-like groups in both their 
professional and private lives. While it was clear that these CoPs often differed markedly 
in the level of formality, the participants experienced them in a similar manner in terms 
of what attracted them to “partake,” how they were nourished in a “learning” 
environment, and how significant the relationships and interactions were to them as 
individuals. Particularly striking was the frequency that participants, particularly those 
                                                 




with longer work histories, referenced their participation in CoPs prior to Lave and 
Wenger (1991) first coining the phrase. 
The participants in this research reflect an almost visceral sense of ownership and 
commitment to their chosen CoPs. They see their participation and the participation of 
their colleagues as being driven by their own curiosity and desire to connect with others, 
not as compelled by outside authority. They acknowledge an ebb and flow in the intensity 
of their participation and an individual self-regulation in finding their particular comfort 
level with a CoP. Even when they have moved on, they still display a sense of 
commitment and attachment to the CoP. 
Structure seems to be less relevant to the participants than what attracts them to 
interact with colleagues and friends. While the structure needs to emerge in a manner that 
reflects the needs and attitudes of the members, there is no apparent set-piece approach to 
setting-up or facilitating a CoP. As one participant stated, “CoPs aren’t something you 
can put in a box” (Participant #3). The structure can range from relatively formal to 
highly informal and will likely shift and evolve over time. Some participants noted a 
preference for either formal or informal structures, and some noted that they were 
prepared to tolerate various levels of formality, while others noted that either too much or 
too little structure was the reason they moved on. The notion that members came together 
as peers, leaving their positional status in the organization and their length of service “at 
the door” was a regular refrain. On one point, however, there was a high degree of 
concurrence: the structure needs to be owned by the members, not imposed artificially 
from outside.  
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Participants in this research all spoke positively of the benefits they derived from 
their membership in one or more CoPs. Significantly, these benefits tended to have a 
highly personal aspect: the opportunity to escape from the pressures of the workplace, to 
reflect on the work itself; an ability to speak openly about difficult issues, mistakes, or 
unanticipated results in a non-judging atmosphere; and the ‘aha’s’ that would arise 
listening to others or engaging in the dialogue. Similarly, the participants spoke of the 
importance of the relationships that were developed or, in more organizational terms, the 
networks that they would develop that provided them speedy access to information, 
techniques, or critiques from a circle of trusted colleagues. It was on this foundation of 
personal benefits that participants identified the benefits that could accrue to the host 
organization: the quick or timely exchange of knowledge, techniques, and practices; the 
breaking through the “silo walls” and development of horizontal exchanges; and a host of 
HR-related benefits such as succession planning, recruitment and retention, staff morale, 
and engagement. Again, there was one point on which there was wide agreement — CoPs 
were not the venue for addressing highly specific organizational objective. As one 
participant noted, CoPs are not the place to achieve “outputs” but are highly successful in 
achieving more intangible, or even intractable, “outcomes.” 
Discussions of resourcing CoPs were relatively simple and short. Put simply, the 
participants didn’t perceive the need for significant resources to facilitate and sustain a 
CoP beyond the release time to attend, an appropriate location to meet, the ability to use 
the organization’s email, phones, and, potentially, a SharePoint site or similar 
technological support. Participants all spoke of the importance of the members managing 
the CoP themselves, usually with a core group organizing the agendas and convening the 
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meetings. The time consumed in managing the CoP and attending was seen as being 
more than balanced by the extended hours most of the members committed to their work. 
Universally, the participants noted that work took precedence over the CoP and, if there 
was a conflict, that they would complete urgent tasks rather than attend a CoP meeting. 
These opinions were shared by the senior managers participating in this research, who 
concurred that most staff already work significant unpaid overtime, that the CoPs should 
be largely “member managed,” and that the benefits they saw emerging from CoPs 
outweighed the modest resources consumed. 
When asked if more resources could be effectively used by the various CoPs, the 
typical response was “maybe a little but not much more.” Typically, the “little more” was 
associated with helping to arrange special sessions with external experts or trying to 
reach out beyond the physical limitations of meeting in Victoria, perhaps supporting 
virtual attendance or some limited help with travel costs. A frequent reaction to the 
notion of more resources was one of nervousness or apprehension: it would mitigate the 
sense of member-ownership and direction-setting of the CoP and/or would raise 
expectations that CoPs should be required to become formally accountable to the 
organization. Interestingly, the three Deputy Ministers who participated in this research 
shared this concern that too much resourcing would reduce the sense of autonomy and/or 
would require more formal accountability measures be employed. 
Participants displayed a sense of pragmatism in regards to the life expectancy of a 
CoP. Most related stories of a CoP (or a CoP-like entity) in which they had been a 
member that had simply ceased to exist. Occasionally, they could identify a particular 
event that had caused the demise of the CoP, but often it was simply a sense that the 
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energy or passion for the CoP had dissipated or had “run its course.” There was a general 
acceptance that there was a life-cycle for CoPs, even though there seemed little ability to 
describe this life-cycle in finite terms. 
Several participants noted that CoPs either didn’t function or imploded when 
external forces tried to direct the CoP. Another destructive behaviour that was identified 
was of one or two individuals trying to control the CoP for their own purposes. The basic 
reaction to these issues appeared to be the members simply ceasing to attend. In at least 
one case the members reconstituted the CoP in a slightly different format, and in a 
number of other situations participants simply noted that they no longer felt the CoP was 
a positive experience for them and so they ceased attending, even though they know that 
the other members continued to meet. 
This research did gather evidence that the emergence of CoPs, as a concept, has 
provided an opportunity or the language for managers and others to distinguish between 
CoPs and other group configurations typically recognized in organizations, such as 
committees, teams, and work groups. One example arose from a review of committees 
conducted within the BC Public Service. The intent of the review was to reduce the 
number of committees and to establish clear guidelines or expectations for the creation 
and continuation of committees. Not surprisingly, perhaps, a large number of committees 
were identified that existed only on paper but were no longer meeting and/or that did not 
have a formal set of accountabilities, formats, or reporting relationships. Such committees 
were decommissioned, but at least one decided to re-title itself a CoP, and a few others 
used the concept of a CoP as a rationale for not becoming entangled in the 
comprehensive review of committees: “Well, we looked at the definitions outlined in the 
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review materials and said, ‘we don’t fit’, and then realized that we were closer to the 
definition of a CoP. So it was a no-brainer. If we describe ourselves as a CoP, we can 
ignore this review process and continue to meet” (Participant #21). 
Gaining clarity on what constituted a committee appears to have opened the 
opportunity for individuals to more readily determine what type of entity they wished to 
create, depending on the intended purpose. Some also talked of how aspects of a CoP can 
be used to enhance the productivity of a committee or work team. In one case a 
participant noted that, based on the successful use of CoPs, at the beginning of every 
committee meeting they identify one aspect or skill associated with meetings that the 
group wants to improve. The final 10 minutes of each meeting is then reserved for a 
debrief or reflection on how this enhanced attention worked over the course of the 
meeting (Participant #3). 
The following figure provides an illustration of how CoPs, teams, and committees 
appear to be distributed along a continuum running from organizationally directed to self-
directed, based on this research. It should be noted that there is clear overlap amongst the 
different entities and, as has been noted, the entities themselves can be elastic. There is 
also the potential for each type of entity to chose to emulate aspects or attributes of other 




Figure 5.1 — Relationship Amongst Various Organizational “sub-structures” 
 
While this research was specifically focused on the experience of individuals 
participating as members of CoPs and did not attempt to explore concepts and theories 
posited by others, there are a few observations that could be made. The findings of this 
research appear to support many of Lave and Wenger’s (1991) original observations of 
CoPs and, in particular, the concept of situational learning. In Chapter II it was noted that 
they believe that learning is an act of social participation – not just of an individual 
engaging in specific activities, but active participation in a social community and 
constructing an individual’s identity(ies) in relation to these communities. Certainly, the 
experience related by the participants in this research reflects a similar learning process. 
Lave and Wenger’s notion of “legitimate peripheral participation” also seems to be 
evidenced in this research, with members becoming engaged in the CoP and developing a 
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sense of commitment and involvement with their colleagues. Further, this research also 
suggests that perhaps participation in a CoP is not simply a linear journey of increasingly 
intense participation. Members captured in this research exhibited a capacity to both join 
and become increasingly involved in the CoP but also to reduce their level of 
involvement as they felt appropriate – yet they still considered themselves participating. 
Wenger’s (1998, 2000, 2002) assertions that CoPs can’t be managed or directed 
also appear to be consistent with the experience of the participants in this research. The 
overwhelming perception of the participants in this research was that perhaps the must 
unique aspect of a CoP is that membership is voluntary, not compelled, and that the level 
and quality of a member’s participation is not directly evaluated. This is different than the 
participants’ experience in other work-related group activities such as committees and 
project teams. 
While not directly explored with the participants, the research suggests that the 
participants’ experience is broadly consistent with what both Kolb (1983) and Mezirow 
(1991, 2000) have written in regard to adult learning. While none of the participants 
directly spoke of Kolb’s model of Experiential Learning, the basic elements of 
experiencing an event, reflecting on the event, thinking about or interpreting the 
experience and then generating a new experience, appear to be implicit in the remarks 
made by many of the participants. Many of the participants spoke directly about the 
important opportunity CoPs provided them to reflect on their work and to share 
experiences with colleagues in a manner that helped clarify what had happened with a 
particular event. There were also frequent references to the benefits of seeking input on 
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intended projects and actions to garner the perspective and experience of colleagues in a 
manner that may accelerate the learning cycle. 
Similarly, many of the comments from the participants appear consistent with 
Mezirow’s (1991, 2000) concept of a turning point or disorienting dilemma that 
generates a learning. This is particularly true of the many references to benefits derived in 
exploring failures, mistakes, and vexing problems with colleagues in a non-judgmental 
space. Often these conversations would result in an ‘aha’ moment from which members 
gained new insight and understanding. While it is obvious that the member who had 
directly experienced the mistake might attain such an insight, it appears equally likely 
that other members would also gain a similar insight into an entirely different experience. 
The insights were not always immediate but could emerge over a period of time, as in the 
case of the individual who developed an appreciation for ambiguity, process, and 
quantitative research that they had not originally possessed.  
The frequent observations by the participants of the sense of safety, non-
judgmental interaction being central to their experience in a CoP, and the significant role 
that trust amongst members plays in the success of a CoP appears to be consistent with 
what other researchers have noted in regards to developing trust in groups. Specifically, 
the experience of the participants in this research appears to reflect many of the ideas 
posited in MacIver’s “Six Elements Model for Building Trust in Groups” (2005): 
The first three elements in the model are: planning and initiating trust, 
undertaking activities to earn trust, and creating a trust space. The trust space is 
created through the internalization of openness, deep listening, common passion 
and purpose, and shared responsibility. The pivotal fourth element involves an 
individual group member making a 'leap of faith'. The leap of faith requires 
exposure to vulnerability, risk-taking and uncertainty. The leap results in 
successful trust-building only where the group in question embraces the leap, 
thereby shifting vulnerability from the individual to the group. Groups that 
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achieve group trust have ‘fields’ or auras radiating amongst group members: 
group identity, group bond and psychological safety. (from the Abstract, p. ii) 
 
It is also possible to observe similarities between the experiences shared by the 
participants in this research and the approach taken by proponents of organizational 
learning, like Reg Revans (1998) and Peter Senge (1990) to mention only two. Revans’ 
theory of Action Learning is one of the most widely used (or emulated) approaches to 
learning in organizations. While Action Learning tends to be used in a more structured or 
formal learning strategy than that typically contemplated for CoPs, a number of the 
“assumptions of action learning” sound remarkably similar to the experience of CoP 
members. Juxtapose the participants’ observations that training programs are not enough, 
that being free to “choose” what to learn enhances learning and the importance of 
learning with colleagues and sharing their experiences with Revans’ assumptions that: 
“formal instruction is not sufficient (p. 5), learning is voluntary (p. 7), urgent problems or 
enticing opportunities provide the spur for learning and the contribution of peers is key 
(p. 8).” (Revans 1998). 
Similarly Senge’s (1990) ideas of “team learning,” particularly his focus on 
dialogue and discussion and his use of Bohm’s three conditions necessary for dialogue, 
appear to be reflected in many of the participants’ remarks (p. 243). Again, juxtapose 
Bohm’s3 conditions for dialogue with observations made by the participants:  
 
 
                                                 
3 Senge appears to credit these three conditions to a “series of ‘dialogues’ in which David 
(Bohm) has participated in Cambridge and elsewhere over the past year” — see note #5 




1. all participants must “suspend their 
assumptions,” literally, to hold them “as if 
suspended before us” 
Because part of a CoP is opening oneself 
up to being questioned, to being challenged 
and to having discussion, to share 
information, and people might not agree 
with your perspective (Participant #9) 
2. all participant must regard one another 
as colleagues. 
When we’re in a meeting we are there as 
who we are, not with our titles (Participant 
#15) 
3. there must be a “facilitator” who “holds 
the context” of dialogue 
basically you convene the meetings . . . get 
the meeting started and then other people 
would just take over . . . The whole point 
was to get people together to initiate a 
discussion (Participant #13) 
 
These observations are not proffered to assert some causal linkages between CoPs 
and these other concepts, merely to highlight that as our collective understanding of adult 
learning, group dynamics, and CoPs continues to deepen, there will likely be a 
convergence of several fields of inquiry. A detailed comparison and alignment of the 
CoPs literature with these other fields of inquiry is beyond the scope of this dissertation 
but such work holds much potential. While the breadth of the CoP literature suggests that 
it is a legitimate field of inquiry in its own right it is difficult to ascertain how it may 
inform our understanding of these other fields or if there are any inherent inconsistencies 
with these other fields.  It is also important to recognize that other theories and concepts 
can be used to deepen our understanding of how CoPs function, or “what all is going on” 
inside of CoPs. 
A Conceptual Model of CoPs 
Why Models? 
There are two principal reasons for engaging in modeling, based on the data 
collected in this research. The first relates directly to the principal research methodology 
employed, Dimensional Analysis, which is intended to provide an understanding of 
 
213 
“what all is going on.” The more formal expression of this final stage of the methodology 
is the identification of one or more theoretical propositions that best captures the 
understanding of the phenomena in question. The use of models is a powerful way to 
present the theoretical propositions that the researcher believes emerge from the data in a 
manner that is also accessible to others. The second relates directly to the stated objective 
of this research, to help individuals better understand and facilitate successful CoPs. In 
this regard, the models can be seen as “maps” that should help individuals better 
appreciate and navigate the terrain of CoPs. Similarly, models can be understood as 
“conceptual schemes” whose purpose, as attributed to F. J. Roethlisberger  
“is not to wrest knowledge from the phenomena so much as to help one find one’s 
way into the phenomena. A conceptual scheme is for inquiry, not for prediction 
and explanation.” (Vaill, 2007, p. 333) 
 
There are several theoretical propositions that appear to emerge from this 
research, and it became important to limit the scope of this work to the few that most 
directly fit with the analysis undertaken. Some of the other potential theoretical 
propositions will be reflected in the section on opportunities for further research, but the 
modelling presented here is driven by the following theoretical propositions: 
1. CoPs are subject to the dynamic and emergent properties of the human 
participants — successful CoPs accommodate these properties. 
2. CoPs exist within an environment that consists of a host of similar dynamic, 
changing or emerging relationships — there is influence, but hard to determine if 
there is a direct cause/effect relationship between CoPs and the environment. 
3. Benefits derived from CoPs are, in the first instance, highly individual — but they 
can be aggregated to the organizational level as well. In the words of one 
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participant, CoPs focus or facilitate “outcomes” rather than “outputs” — the latter 
tend to be more tangible, objective, and measurable while the former tend to be 
more nuanced, subjective, and difficult to measure in quantitative terms. 
4. CoPs benefit from conscious or intentional facilitation, but this facilitation must 
be focused on the needs/nature of the participants, not driven by the formal needs 
of the host organization — this is a more nuanced and delicate “art” of facilitation 
than that normally ascribed to committees, work teams, project teams, task forces, 
etc. 
The Tried-and-True Approach 
There is a long history of the BC Public Service responding to changing 
contextual situations. In fact, it is the fundamental purpose of a public service. The 
traditional or “tried and true” approach to developing a response to changing conditions 
has been to task (or in more modern language, empower) an individual or a small group 
to develop a solution. There are a number of examples that arose in this research of this 
more traditional approach being taken to the creation of a CoP. While this more linear 
approach may be very effective in various areas of policy and program development, 
based on this research it appears singularly inappropriate or counter-productive when 
applied to the creation/facilitation of CoPs.4 The following model, presented in Figure 
5.2, depicts how this approach is manifested. 
                                                 
4 Two examples of how this linear, or top-down, approach to creating CoPs failed were noted by 
participants in this research. In one case it was a central agency that tried to create a CoP, and in 
the other it was an individual manager, with senior manager support, who generated the sense 




Figure 5.2 — The Traditional Approach 
 
In this more traditional approach the effects of the broader context or situation can 
be seen at play, arising in a decision to find a solution — perhaps a CoP. If the individual 
tasked with this assignment continues along the familiar path followed in creating a 
committee or work group, they will begin by clarifying the specific objectives or benefits 
expected and then begin to contemplate issues of structure, resources, and who should be 
invited to participate. Issues related to why individuals would wish to participate and 
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what type of interactions promotes learning and development are secondary 
considerations — if considered at all. In essence, they will approach the creation of the 
CoP primarily from the perspective of the host organization. Based upon this research, 
which highlights the importance of a CoP reflecting the needs of the members and being 
owned by the members, such an approach has little likelihood of resulting in a successful 
CoP. Nor does this approach set up the potential for exploring why some CoPs are 
successful and others are not — other than to offer bromides such as “we had the wrong 
person trying to lead,” “we didn’t get the right people involved,” or “things just didn’t 
work out.” 
There has been a growing body of literature in the fields of management and 
organizational development that raises fundamental questions in regard to this more 
linear approach to understanding human and organizational dynamics. This is particularly 
the case as organizations become increasingly complex and as our understanding of 
complex systems and organizations deepens. For example, Marvin Weisbord’s 
Productive Workplaces (1987) provides a very accessible overview of how our 
understanding of organizations has evolved from the time of F.W. Taylor’s “scientific 
management” (1915) to what he refers to as a “Third Wave” approach to management. 
Weisbord also builds on the early insights of Lewin and Trist to highlight the human 
dimension of organizations. Gareth Morgan’s highly regarded Images of Organizations 
(1997) provides a broad overview of how our perceptions of organizations, or the images 
we use to describe and understand organizations, shape or constrain how we understand 
the dynamic relationships that exist within complex organizations. Morgan highlights 
how the traditional metaphor of an organization as a machine draws our focus to the 
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processes and structures of the organization and away from the dynamic relationships 
amongst the staff. He then offers several new metaphors for organizations that help 
illuminate the complexity inherent in organizations. 
Other observers have highlighted some of the individual or personal motivators 
and attributes that help complex organizations function. Gardner, Csekszentmihaly and 
Damon’s Good Works (2001) explores what they regard as a common desire of all 
“workers” to do “good work.” They identify three considerations that define “good 
work”: l) it is technically Excellent; 2) it is personally meaningful or Engaging; and 3) it 
is carried out in an Ethical way (what they refer to as the “three E’s”).5 They argue that 
these powerful motivators will become increasingly important as work becomes more 
complex. Peter Vaill’s Learning as a Way of Being (1996) focuses more on the personal 
attributes for success in the new organizations that are emerging. His is one of the early 
works that highlighted the importance of curiosity and individual responsibility in 
developing the skills and aptitudes for coping with the increasingly complex life in 
organizations. 
Again, the intent here is not to provide an exhaustive review of the literature but 
to simply acknowledge that the “tried and true” approach to crafting successful responses 
to the challenges facing the modern organization is being questioned from a variety of 
positions. While causal linkages cannot be drawn, it does appear that this research is 
broadly consistent with much of this emerging literature. For organizations interested in 
                                                 
5 The Good Work Project has a comprehensive website at http://www.goodworkproject.org/ and 
these “considerations” can be found in a short article on this website entitled The Good Work 




exploring the use of CoPs or for individuals wishing to facilitate a CoP, based on the 
research in this dissertation, a familiarity with this broader literature would be useful. 
So if this research appears to raise questions in regard to the efficacy or usefulness 
of the tried-and-true approach, is there a more satisfying model that emerges from the 
data? 
A More Complex Model? 
The short answer to the question earlier is yes, a more satisfying model for 
understanding a CoP does emerge. At first blush, the model that emerges may appear 
overly complex or counter-intuitive to meeting organizational objectives. Based on the 
experience of the participants in this research, the successful creation and sustaining of a 
CoP appears more probable if a different starting point is used than that suggested in the 
traditional approach. 
Rather than focusing primarily on the short- to medium-term needs or objectives 
of the organization, the creation of a successful CoP appears to rest on a primary focus on 
the needs and curiosity of the members, then working “out” to the appropriate structure 
and resources for the CoP, and finally, connecting the CoP to the organization’s longer-
term needs. This approach may be likened to combining Covey’s “Habit Two” — “start 
with the end in mind” (1990, p. 95) — with a reframe of Senge’s “sixth law of the Fifth 
Discipline,”6 “slow is faster.” (1990) 
The core dimension of Fluxing is of particular significance in understanding why 
a more complex understanding of CoPs is required. The Situational Analysis, done as 
                                                 
6 Senge’s statement of this law is “faster is slower,” but a colleague of mine relates an interaction 
with a student who asked if it would be better stated “slower is faster,” which would place the 
“law” in a “positive stance”— since then my colleague has used this reframe and I, too, have 
adopted it in my own work. 
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part of this research, clearly captures the sense of change, growing complexity, and 
dynamic interaction amongst the various contextual factors. These contextual factors are 
the natural focus of organizations, but they are not the only variables that are shifting and 
changing in real time. The Dimensional Analysis explicates the dynamic nature of CoPs 
and underscores that looking at CoPs from only the organizational perspective will likely 
result in the internal dynamics of a CoP being overlooked or, at best, under-appreciated. 
If not for the core dimension of Fluxing, creating successful CoPs would be a relatively 
simple task. 
To aid in the explanation of the model that emerges from this research, its 
description will presented in four steps: the first two steps will discuss the two major 
components emerging from the DA; the third step will integrate these two components as 
a single entity or CoP; and the four step will place the CoP into the context captured by 
the SA. While the initial deconstruction of the model is intended to promote clarity and 
ease of understanding, it is the final, composite model in step four that provides the 
response to the twin questions of what is the context or environment in which the CoP 
exists (to paraphrase Clarke (2005b) on SA) and what all is going on here within a CoP 
(to paraphrase Schatzman (1991) on DA). 
The Inner Trio or Catalyzing Dimensions of “Partaking,” “Learning,” and 
“Interacting” were identified in the DA findings as the drivers behind the individual 
members’ participation in CoPs. Of particular significance, in regard to these three 
dimensions, is the sense that the members are being attracted to participate, rather than 
being compelled to participate, and that they are deriving something of personal value 
from their membership in the CoP. It was also noted that each of these inner dimensions 
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interacted with each other in a manner that had some of the processes and strategies of 
one dimension contributing to a condition or effect of the others. The dimensions did not 
emerge as a linear continuum with any one dimension taking precedence over the others. 
Rather, taken as a trio, they helped explicate “what all” attracted an individual to a CoP 
and then sustained their participation. This basic configuration of the inner trio of 
dimensions is depicted in Figure 5.3. 
 
Figure 5.3 — The Inner Trio or Catalyzing Dimensions in Simple Form 
 
Yet this simple, smooth depiction fails to capture the internal dynamics or Fluxing 
within and between the three inner dimensions. CoPs are comprised of individuals who 
are responding to various internal and external factors – do they have time or energy to 
participate, has their curiosity been sated or their passion abated, are they open to a 
learning moment. They are not static themselves but are also shifting and changing. The 
sense is that the three inner dimensions are in a constant state of recalibrating or 
balancing each other, with the obvious conclusion that if the appropriate balance amongst 
these dimensions cannot be maintained, the member will detach from the CoP. Multiply 
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this Fluxing by the number of members and it becomes evident that the inner trio looks 
more like the depiction in Figure 5.4. 
 
Figure 5.4 — The Inner Trio or Catalyzing Dimensions in “Fluxing” Form 
 
The Outer Trio or Formalizing Dimensions of Structuring, Resourcing, and 
Leveraging were identified in the DA as the elements that gave rise to the formal or 
objective form of a CoP. Similar to the inner trio, these three dimensions interact with 
each other in a dynamic manner, each dimension supporting and influencing the other 
two dimensions. Equally, each of these dimensions needs to maintain a dynamic balance 
with the other two, and while the CoP may survive short periods of imbalance amongst 
these dimensions, continued imbalance will result in the CoP dissolving. This simple 




Figure 5.5 — The Outer Trio or Formalizing Dimensions in Simple Form 
 
At the same time the three outer dimensions are interacting with each other, they 
are individually and collectively responding both to forces represented by the various 
needs of the members (the Inner Trio) and to forces emanating from the situation or 
context in which the CoP functions. This reflects the Fluxing identified as the core 
dimension as it exists for the outer trio of dimensions. Figure 5.6 depicts this more 




Figure 5.6 — The Outer Trio or Formalizing Dimensions in Fluxing Form 
 
Integrating the Catalyzing and Formalizing Dimensions is required to complete 
the observable or formal expression of a CoP. A CoP structure without individual 
members is a meaningless entity. The Catalyzing Dimensions are placed within the 
Formalizing Dimensions because it is the members that generate the principal shape and 
substance of the CoP — the members determine the degree of formality or informality of 
the structure, provide the general direction and focus, contribute the non-physical or 
human resources required to organize and facilitate the CoP (physical resources being 
space and communication systems), and it is through the members that the value or 
benefits of a CoP accrue to the organization. It is this insight emerging from the data that 
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highlights the importance of focusing primarily on the needs of members rather than the 
needs of the organization in the creation and sustaining of a CoP. The relationship 
between the Catalyzing and Formalizing Dimensions is depicted in Figure 5.7 
 
Figure 5.7 — The Composite Model of a CoP in Fluxing Form 
 
Placing the Composite Model of a CoP within the Context  
CoPs don’t exist in a vacuum; CoPs arise in a context that shapes both the CoP 
and the members of the CoP. This dual effect of the context or situation is particularly 
significant in understanding the dynamics of the members’ experience in a CoP. In the 
discussion of the “tried and true” approach, it was noted that creating a CoP focused 
primarily on the perceived needs of the organization to respond to the changing context 
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or situation is unlikely to be successful. For a CoP to attract and retain members, to 
remain viable and vibrant, the needs of the members must be the principal focus. The 
question that emerges is to what degree are the CoP members influenced by the situation? 
Based on the observations shared by participants in this research, it appears that the 
members are aware of the situational factors impinging on the host organization (in this 
case, the BC Public Service). In a very real sense the members are responding to these 
same factors as they engage in their work.  Figure 5.8 attempts to capture this seemingly 
paradoxical situation by depicting the composite Inner and Outer Trios being threaded 
like beads on the situational factors while at the same time floating within the situation. 
In a very real sense the situational factors not only push against the outside of the CoP 
but become suffused through the CoP by the members themselves and push against the 
inside of the CoP, contributing to its shape and form. To capture this dynamic, the 
situational factors are depicted by the arrows which are both outside the CoP and inside 
the CoP. Attention should also be drawn to the existence of the numerous “light-bulbs” 
throughout the CoP. In contrast to the single light-bulb in the traditional approach, this 




Figure 5.8 — The Composite Model of a CoP Situated in the “Context” 
 
Using the Composite Model to Reflect on the Research 
This chapter started with a brief quote from one of the participants — “Deputies 
shouldn’t be afraid of CoPs” — which was the simple advice one of the participants had 
for senior managers trying to understand the purpose and role of CoPs within the BC 
Public Service. I was intrigued with this advice, which was offered directly and with 
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sincerity, but wondered what evidence there may be to support this contention. As this 
dual effect of the situational factors — on both the CoP and on the members — began to 
emerge, it became increasingly clear why CoPs pose little danger to the host organization 
and why placing the needs of the member first is not such a paradoxical notion. 
On the other hand, this realization gives rise to other questions. Particularly 
salient is what is the potential of a CoP collectively responding to the situational factors 
in a manner counter-productive to the host organization? What is the potential of a CoP 
“going rogue?” This research captured two examples that provide some insights, though 
no clear answers, to this issue. In one case the CoP was created to provide a forum for 
policy staff, a group who had been under significant pressure by a recently elected 
government — they were described by several participants as an “at risk job.” The early 
sessions of the CoP were described in various terms, ranging from “bitch sessions” to 
“opportunities to feel the support of like-minded folks,” all suggesting that the CoP 
provided an important source of support and encouragement for a group of professional 
staff feeling exposed and vulnerable. 
For some potential members, the “bitch session” aspect was not attractive, and 
they stepped out of the CoP. Over a few years of operation the general atmosphere or 
ethos of the CoP shifted to one more focused on knowledge exchange and best practice 
but still with a strong sense of collegial support. The CoP has become, perhaps, the most 
widely recognized CoP in the BC Public Service and has captured the positive attention 
of senior managers. It was mentioned by all three of the Deputy Ministers interviewed 
and was the subject of an internal newsletter to all public servants. The initial focus on 
the negative aspects of the work situation did not capture the members, and it could be 
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speculated that the opportunity to vent frustrations in a safe environment helped the 
members “move on.” 
A distinctly different example is a CoP that disbanded itself when members 
perceived an attempt to “take it over” by a key central agency. Rather than becoming a 
“tool” of the central agency, many of the members simply quit attending and 
reconstituted themselves as a “new CoP.” Several years later it became apparent to at 
least one Deputy Minister that there were two CoPs operating in the public service 
ostensibly addressing the same issues — one sanctioned by the central agency, and the 
other not. The problem was the perception that the two CoPs may have been offering 
slightly divergent “advice” to its members (no hard evidence of this beyond the one 
DM’s perspective was collected in this research). The non-sanctioned CoP was deemed a 
“rogue” entity, and some DMs instructed staff that they were not to participate in the non-
sanctioned CoP on “company time.” There is little evidence suggesting the non-
sanctioned CoP was generating any significant problems for the organization, but it 
certainly gives rise to the potential of conflict between a CoP and the host organization. 
Interestingly, there is also anecdotal evidence that the two CoPs have a significant 
overlap in membership, and that the non-sanctioned CoP continues to exist. This example 
highlights two paradoxical insights. First is the importance of the host organization to be 
observant of the CoPs (and other collections of individuals) operating within its 
boundaries and potentially consuming resources. All three of the Deputies interviewed 
acknowledged this responsibility and, in one case, noted that they made an effort to 
remain informed about such activity. Yet, and this is the second insight, none of the 
Deputies perceived a significant danger of a “rogue” CoP emerging. 
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From this more complex model of how CoPs function emerges a number of issues 
or guidelines relevant for managers wishing to encourage the creation of CoPs or 
individuals attempting to facilitate CoPs. 
1. It is obvious from this research, and other research, that CoPs can and 
will emerge informally with no external encouragement or support — 
simply a group of individuals who come together around a particular 
interest or passion. It is highly likely that these more informal CoPs will 
arise despite conscious attempts to control their emergence. 
2. Similarly, managers and facilitators need to focus on “encouragement” 
as opposed to “directing” CoPs. This research underscores that trying to 
force CoPs or becoming overtly directive will likely result in potential 
members simply not participating. 
3. The purpose of the intended CoP needs to be carefully considered to 
ensure that a CoP is appropriate or if some other entity (committee, 
work team, etc.) may be more appropriate. 
4. The structure and “rules of engagement” for each CoP need to be 
created by the members themselves. While providing examples or 
guidelines may help the deliberations move more quickly, they can’t be 
imposed. 
5. The resources required to maintain a CoP appear to be modest, with a 
clear suggestion that too many resources can be counter-productive. 
6. Finally, the benefits derived from CoPs appear to be in the first instance 
individual benefits but the members clearly recognize these individual 
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benefits refract back to the host organization – the organizational 
benefits may take time and patience to materialize. 
The common theme or thread that runs through each of these guidelines is the 
lack of definitive answer or solution for creating a successful CoP. There is a high degree 
of ambiguity that emerges in each case. They illicit less of an either/or response and more 
the and/also response that Senge (1990) references in his concept of paradoxical 
management. This suggests that there are some important skills or attributes that CoP 
facilitators should possess, including a capacity to deal with ambiguity and to see “both 
sides” of an issue. Roger Martin speaks to the importance of these attributes for a 
successful manager in The Opposable Mind (2007). Martin raises the concept of 
“integrative thinking” – the “predisposition and the capacity to hold two diametrically 
opposing ideas in their heads . . . (and producing) a synthesis that is superior to either 
opposing idea,” which he also claims individuals can develop. This “holding two 
diametrically opposing ideas” is similar to the type of thinking that some of the 
successful early-adopters of CoPs in the BC Public Service exhibited with their belief 
that an appropriate structure will emerge from the dialogue and that the organization will 
derive benefits if the members are free to learn in their own manner — or, “you can 
encourage, but you can’t direct a CoP.” There are many other writers who have offered 
insights into embracing complexity. Meg Wheatley was one of the first to bring chaos 
theory to bear on organizations and leadership, and her Finding Our Way: Leadership for 
an Uncertain Time (2005) challenges us to let go of our predilection to control and 
imposition and to adopt participative, self-organizing processes. She offers six questions 
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for “learning as you go” that reflect many of the tenets of successful CoPs and all of 
which could be adapted as guidelines for facilitating a CoP. They include: 
- Who’s missing? Who else need to do this work? 
- Is the meaning of this work still clear? Is it changing? 
- Are we becoming more truthful with each other? 
- Is information becoming more open and easier to access? 
- Where are we using impositions? Participation? 
- What are we learning about partnering with confusion and chaos?     
(p. 111) 
 
Robert Kegan’s work In Over Our Heads (1995) describes the challenge of 
responding to complex conditions as “trying to resolve fourth order problems with third 
order thinking” arguing that as the world becomes more complex we have to be “growing 
our thinking.” The “Five Column Exercise”7 that emerged from his research provides a 
tool for us to expose our personal “auto-immune system to change” and to begin 
“growing” our thinking. Clearly, CoPs are being embraced as a means of adapting to 
growing complexity, and as at least one of the participants demonstrated, CoP provide 
opportunities for “growing our thinking.” It seems reasonable to suggest that individuals 
wishing to facilitate CoPs may wish to explore Kegan’s work to support their own 
endeavours.8 
These writers represent only a small fraction of the work that CoP facilitators may 
find of value based on the findings of this research. Again, while this research is 
suggestive of these concepts, it does not provide tangible or direct evidence of these skills 
and attributes that may be key to the successful facilitation of a CoP. Still, there are 
                                                 
7 Kegan’s original exercise was four columns, but a colleague and I have, with his agreement, 
added a fifth column that begins to identify what an individual will do to begin overcoming their 
“big assumptions. Dr. Kegan has adopted our additional column in his own work. 
8 Kegan and Lahey’s How the Way We Talk Can Change the Way We Work: Seven 
Languages for Transformation (2001) may also be of interest as it offers a more practical 
overview of Kegan’s developmental theory. 
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perhaps a few guidelines for CoP facilitators wishing to expand their own skill set and 
“grow their thinking”: 
1. use the strategies and processes identified in the “Partaking Dimension” 
as a model for your own actions; 
2. remain curious and open to learning yourself as a means of remaining 
open to the process as it emerges; 
3. seek insights from other disciplines and approaches to management that 
may help guide the development of the CoP; 
4. challenge yourself to “let go” and to embrace the chaos of participative 
processes; and 
5. actively develop your own thinking and learning skills – be the model 
for the CoP. 
Limitations of this Research  
Regardless of the usefulness of any insights that emerges from this research, like 
all research, it has limitations. There are at least five broad limitations that can be readily 
identified. The first is the general limitation associated with a constructivist methodology. 
Simply put, the findings of this research cannot be generalized beyond the experience of 
the participants in the BC Public Service. 
The second limitation relates to the sampling method employed in the research. 
The sampling technique, while consistent with GT methodology, was selective or 
purposeful and not random. Participants in this research were either self-identified or 
identified by other participants. While attention was paid to trying to get a cross-section 
of ministries, broad age cohorts, and non-members, it is impossible to assert if any 
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category of members was appropriately represented. For example, the first non-member 
participant was an individual whom I thought was a member but self-declared as a non-
member when contacted. Through the interview process it became evident that this 
individual no longer attended one specific CoP but did monitor its activity and was a 
member of one or more other CoP-like groups. The other non-members exhibited a 
similar pattern. The research may have benefited if true non-members could be identified 
and included. Similarly, the three Deputy Ministers interviewed may or may not be 
representative of the broader body of Deputy Ministers. If a more comprehensive sample 
had been constructed, it may have captured a senior manager who was not sympathetic or 
generally supportive of CoPs within the public service. 
The selection of CoPs captured in research raises the third limitation. No attempt 
was made to identify all CoPs operating in the BC Public Service, from which a cross-
section of CoPs could be extracted. It is impossible to assess how broadly CoPs are used 
in the BC Public Service, if the use of CoPs is more prevalent amongst particular 
programs and/or professions, or if this research has captured the range of CoPs that may 
be operating. The anecdotal evidence captured, with all participants readily identified 
more than one CoP in which they participated, suggests that CoPs are widely used and 
naturally occurring. 
The fourth limitation is the potential of researcher bias based on my own 25-plus 
year career in the BC Public Service. I am an “insider” in regard to the BCPS so it is hard 
to know how this may have influenced my decisions related to the interviews and 
subsequent analysis. My insider status clearly limits my capacity to remain detached or 
distanced for the context, if not the phenomena, being studied. While many of the 
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participants perceived me as an insider, this did not seem to generate any apprehension 
on their part but rather appeared to engender a level of comfort and familiarity with the 
participants. It should, however, be noted that I was not an insider in regard to any of the 
CoPs encountered in this research. 
The fifth limitation reflects a general criticism of grounded theory methodology: 
how early decisions in the analytic process can shape the direction of the analysis and the 
resulting theoretical model. The early messy maps of the Situational Analysis reflect the 
numerous potential dimensions that emerged from the interviews, and the ensuing memos 
highlight the various decision points that lead this research in a particular direction. 
Inherent in this process is that many potential paths were left unexplored. As an example, 
I was noticing a variety of comments that I perceived as suggesting a variety of potential 
dimensions, such as the politicization of the public service and differences in CoP 
membership based on age. As I continued to work with the data, through the constant 
comparative method, these potential dimensions became either submerged into other 
aspects of the analysis or were simply left behind. While these potential dimensions may 
be real, they simply did not emerge fully from this research and, in the language of 
Grounded Theory, were not sufficiently “grounded in the data” to be modelled. 
This study does not purport to be a comprehensive or general explication of 
members experience in CoPs. It is clearly bound by a specific time and context, reflecting 
those participants who agreed to share their experiences with me. Nor do I assert a claim 





Thoughts for Future Research 
There are numerous opportunities for further research that emerge from this 
research. To a large extent, this research really only touches the surface of the personal or 
human side of CoPs. Many tantalizing topics for further research are hinted at in this 
research but without enough data to justify the creation of theoretical propositions. Other 
potential topics emerge from the models (or conceptual schemes) presented, while yet 
others emerge from the acknowledged limitations of this study. A sample of these topics 
is summarized in the following paragraphs. 
Similar studies could be conducted in other jurisdictions and other sectors to 
explore the similarities or differences in the experience of the members. This would 
strengthen the modeling generated by this study and potentially surface common themes 
and guidelines that may be applicable across sectors. There is also the opportunity to 
explore more thoroughly the possible relationship between the use of CoPs and 
knowledge-based organizations. 
Looking in depth and discretely at a range of identified CoPs could potentially 
identify any contrasts and/or similarities in the experience of members based on the 
nature and type of CoP. Similarly, a focus on a range of discrete CoPs could be a means 
to surface any simple or consistent hallmarks of a successful CoP. The emergent nature 
of a CoPs’ development would likely mitigate the generalizability of such studies, but 
there is still much to be explored. 
One of the most obvious issues to be addressed in a meaningful way is related to 
the benefits derived from CoPs - both accruing to the individual members and to the host 
organization. Several of the studies done to date tend to look specifically at those benefits 
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derived by the organization. These studies tend to focus on tangible issues of knowledge 
transfer and solution generation, but there is little focus on the benefits to individual 
members or how these individual benefits may be translated into more systemic benefits 
to the organization. The model emerging from this research clearly aligns the benefits 
derived from membership in a CoP, first with the individual and then to the host 
organization. Equally, it would be useful to investigate metrics to measure benefits that 
don’t impede or mitigate the emergent and dynamic nature of CoPs. 
Of particular interest to me, at the moment, is the potential exploration of the 
underlying aptitudes and attitudes of CoP members contrasted to “non-members.” Again, 
this issue emerges from the research in the manner that some participants readily 
identified themselves as CoP members while others suggested they were not members. 
The modelling also suggests there are some personal aptitudes and/or attitudes that lead 
individuals to become engaged with a CoP. Are there unique traits, world views or stages 
of intellectual development that appear to support an individual’s participation in a CoP? 
There are potential benefits to be derived from similar research focused on CoP 
facilitators. It may be possible to construct such studies using Kegan’s (1995) 
Subject/Object Inventory tool, perhaps in conjunction with Goleman’s  (2000) EQ 
measurement tool. It would also be interesting to study the potential growth of these 
skills and aptitudes through participation in CoPs. This type of research would help to 
more clearly identify the appropriate role for CoPs in the broader 
The potential for CoPs to “turn rogue” also raises interesting possibilities for 
further research. This would first require the identification of such CoPs, which in turn 
would require careful deliberation on how to define “rogueness” in reference to a CoP. 
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While both of these preliminary hurdles could prove highly problematic, the results of 
such research could be very useful to both facilitators and host organizations. Is the 
suffusing of the situational factors from the inside-out, suggested in the modelling, a 
sufficient defence against “rogueness?” 
As noted above in this chapter there is also much potential in comparing, 
contrasting and aligning the what we are coming to understand about CoPs with other 
fields of inquiry such as adult learning, group dynamics, dialogue, and organizational 
development. Are CoPs a truly unique phenomenon or are they merely a place in which 
these other activities or theories are played out? Are CoPs contributing new insights into 
our understanding of group dynamics and organizational development or merely 
confirming what was already understood? What are we missing in our understanding of 
CoPs that may be illuminated by these other fields of inquiry? 
Clearly, there is much scope for further research on CoPs. Our understanding of 
how they develop and function is incomplete as is our appreciation of the benefits that 
may be engendered. As this further research emerges, it will be important to employ both 
qualitative and quantitative methodologies. There is also much scope to consciously 
examine CoPs through the lenses provided by other, related fields of inquiry, particularly 
adult learning, human development, and organizational development. 
Summary Remarks 
This study emerged from an original curiosity about how CoPs manifested 
themselves and the apparent gap in the literature that spoke directly to the experience of 
CoP members. The participants in this research displayed an amazing desire to share their 
experience and candour in expressing these experiences. They also expressed a strong, 
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and reassuring, commitment to their profession and role as public servants. While the 
results cannot be generalized, they do offer insights that should be useful to others 
wishing to explore the use of CoPs. 
The participants clearly support the contention that CoPs offer real benefits to 
both the individual members and the host organization. The underlying message, 
however, is that the benefits are difficult to quantify in traditional organizational terms 
and appear to be more in the medium to longer term as opposed to immediate benefits. 
Equally clear is the participants’ ability to distinguish CoPs from other organizational 
constructs such as committees and work groups. The significance is that, from the 
perspective of the participants in this research, each construct has a particular application, 
each has particular strengths and weaknesses, and it is important that these not be 
confused or conflated. 
When I began this research I was troubled that the term CoP could be co-opted 
into a meaningless construct: that it could become the latest in a long list of “flavour of 
the month” management tools. Similarly, I was intrigued that, based on my perception of 
divergent themes in the literature, CoPs could be seen as a means of harnessing 
individuals rather than being used as a means to unleash the individual’s potential. These 
potential issues still trouble me but to a much lesser degree. The experience of the 
participants suggests that CoPs existed well before their “formal discovery” and will 
undoubtedly survive, in some form, whatever travails are inflicted by management 
theory. Equally, I believe that the sense of self-selecting, voluntary participation, and 
community ownership ascribed to CoPs by the participants in this research provides a 
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robust defence against the likelihood of the members being “harnessed” by the host 
organization. 
As the world becomes more complex, as knowledge management becomes more 
key to organizational success, and as the demand for innovation and rapid response 
increases, this research suggests that CoPs hold much promise and will likely become an 
important strategy for organizations adapting to these changes. It is equally clear that the 
successful use of CoPs will require us to continually challenge our precepts of 
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Informed Consent Form 
Antioch University 
PhD in Leadership & Change 
INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD 
Human Participant Research Review 
 
 
PARTICIPANTS’ EXPERIENCE IN COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE: IN THE 
BRITISH COLUMBIA PUBLIC SERVICE 
 
You are being invited to participate in a study that is being conducted by Michael 
Shoop, a PhD candidate in Antioch University’s Leadership and Change Program. This 
research is part of his PhD program. You may contact him, if you have questions by at 
(250) 598-6036 or mshoop@phd.antioch.edu. You may wish to contact his research 
supervisor, Dr. Elizabeth Holloway at eholloway@phd.antioch.edu . 
The purpose of this research project is to explore a variety of communities of 
practice within the BC public sector in a manner that generates an understanding of how 
CoPs function. Of particular interest is the experience of the participants in these CoPs 
which is a perspective which, here-to-fore appears to have not been examined in existing 
research. The knowledge gained from the study could lead to variety of benefits, most 
particularly a better understanding of how CoPs function that will add practitioners 
successfully use and facilitate CoPs. 
You are being asked to participate in this study because you are (or have been) a 
member of a community of practice (CoP) functioning within the British Columbia 
public service and you are willing to discuss your experience as a member of a CoP. 
Your participation will include an unstructured interview of approximately 1 hour. 
Following the interview, the researcher may arrange a follow-up telephone or e-mail 
discussion to clarify or expand upon information obtained during the interview process. 
There are no known or anticipated risks to you by participating in this research. 
Participation in this study may cause some inconvenience to you, specifically the time 
and energy associated with your participation in this study. 
The potential personal benefits of your participation in this research include the 
opportunity for you to reflect on and share your experience as a member of a CoP, and to 
share your insights about CoPs as a means of enhancing learning and development with 
in the BC public service The state of knowledge will benefit through increased awareness 
of CoPs as a means of enhancing learning as well as knowledge creation and sharing, 
including its strengths and challenges. 
Your participation in this research is completely voluntary. If you decide to 
participate, you may also refrain from answering any individual question during the 
interview. You may also withdraw at any time. If you do withdraw from the study your 
data will not be used in the analysis. Your existing data and/or audiotapes will be 
shredded and/or erased. 
Your anonymity will be protected through the use of pseudonyms, chosen by the 
researcher and used throughout any documentation done in the context of this study.  You 
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will also have the opportunity to review any potential quotes the researcher may use in 
the final dissertation. 
Your confidentiality and the confidentiality of the data will be protected by the 
researcher. Any personal information, signed forms, audiotapes, and transcripts will be 
stored in a locked filing cabinet in a location accessible to the researcher alone. All 
transcriptions, and notes from follow-up telephone conversations with the participants, 
will be prepared by the researcher himself. Tapes and transcripts will be identified by 
pseudonym only and will be accessed by only the researcher, and/or her co-supervisors or 
committee members when deemed necessary. Data will be held for the period of the 
research, no more than 18 months from the collection date, and will then be destroyed by 
shredding, erasing tapes and deleting electronic files. 
Information shared by you will become part of my PhD dissertation for the 
University of Antioch’s Leadership and Change Program.  It is anticipated that the results 
of this study will be shared with my research committee and presented as a requirement 
of my PhD’s program completion. One copy of the dissertation will become deposited 
with the UMI Dissertations Abstracts, the OhioLink Dissertation Database and the 
University of Antioch’s PhD in Leadership and Change Program. There is a possibility 
that the research may be presented at a conference, and an article may be published in a 
scholarly journal. The completed dissertation will be made available to participants in 
electronic form upon request. 
In addition to being able to contact the researcher and supervisor at the above 
phone numbers, you may verify the ethical approval of this study, or raise any concerns 
you might have, by contacting the Dr. Carolyn Kenny, Chair, Institutional Review Board, 
Ph.D. in Leadership & Change, Antioch University, ckenny@phd.antioch.edu, 805-565-
7535. 
Your signature below indicates that you understand the above conditions of 
participation in this study and that you have had the opportunity to have your questions 
answered by the researchers. 
 
 
             
Name of Participant   Signature    Date 
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1 January 11 Feb 15 s+g M/50+/19 Person had been identified as a 
knowledgeable promoter of 
CoPs; significant experience in a 
central agency and some in line 
ministry. 
2 January 14 March 2 s F/50+/27 In impromptu conversation 
several months prior I 
discovered that they had 
participated in number of CoPs. 
Their length of service in the PS 
and across ministries/agencies 
appeared to be an assist to 
understanding the shifting 
culture of the PS. They had 
recently been let-go (fired), 
which I hunched would allow 
them to be more candid, etc. 
3 January 14 Feb 16 s+g F/50+/28 Individual had worked in several 
ministries/agencies and had a 
wealth of experience in the 
broad HR/Development 
function. I had worked with the 
individual on a number of 
occasions, though we hadn’t had 
any direct work engagements. 
They are known for being 
hardworking, conscientious and 




March 5 s F/50+/na I had been invited to participate 
in a CoP that attracted 
participants mainly from the 
private sector but with some 
                                                 
9 The first several interviews were hand-coded with highlighter prior to being formally 
coded in NVivo which is one reason for the delay between interview and coding dates. 
10 s=self, b=buddy, g=group 
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public sector members. This 
individual was a serendipitous 
interviewee driven by my 
curiosity to see if a private sector 
CoP participant would describe 




March 8 s+g F/30-40/21 Person had been identified as an 
early/key participant in the 
Policy CoP and had experience 
on the “dirt” side but had 
intentionally moved to the social 
side. Individual had been 
recommended by each of the 
first three interviewees. 
6 February 
20 
March 17 s+b M/30-50/17 I had previously worked with 
this individual and knew them to 
have a background in IT/IM; 
suggestion that their perspective 
on CoPs may be different to the 
policy folks interviewed to this 
point. They were also included 




March 19 s+b M/50+/17 
(30+) 
Worked in the 
broader public 
sector 
This was entirely an “interview 
of convenience” — Interviewee 
#6 simply told me that I 
“needed” to interview #7 as they 
had more extensive experience 




March 20 s M/30-50/15 
including fed 
time 
This was a younger member of 
the public service it was 
recommended I interview. He 
had experience in both central 
agencies and line ministries on 
both policy sides. 
9 February 
26 
March 22 s F/30-50 Another person on the Policy 
CoP distribution list but also 
working in an agency identified 


















March 24 s F/50+/ Person was repeatedly identified 
as the “inspiration” behind 
setting up the Policy CoP and an 
ardent supporter of CoPs in 
general. They had recently 
retired from the PS and are 
currently working in an 
oversight role for gov’t. 
11 March 6 May 4 s M/50+/20 One of the early adopters of 
CoPs having worked in a 
number of ministries in the 
broad HR (strategic, etc.) areas. 
Experience with CoPs both 
within and beyond gov’t. 
12 March 11 May 6 s F/30-50/5(15) Relatively young public servant 
working in the PSA — supports 
the Policy CoP’s SharePoint site. 
Has done some work in Ottawa 
and spent about 10 years 
working as a “policy consultant” 
to gov’t. 
13 March 12 May 8 s F/50+/20 Was “convenor” for the Policy 
CoP in 2006/07 and a member 
since its early days. Is a middle-
manager in Solicitor Gen’s. 
14 May 8 July 9 s F/30-50/11 A female upper-middle/senior 
manager with experience in 
CoPs but a self described “non-
participant.” A recent recruit to 
the public service from the 
private sector. An human 
resource specialist. 
15 May 9 July 11 s M/30-50/15 A younger public servant in the 
MoTH who is the current 
convenor of the Policy CoP. 
16 May 9 July 12 s F/50+ A Deputy Minister recently 
recruited from the private sector 
— a social policy ministry. 
17 May 9 July 13 s M/50+/29 A career public servant and 
Deputy Minister with extensive 
experience in a variety of line 
ministries and central agencies 
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— mainly on financial side. 
18 May 15 July 14 s M/50+ A career public servant who rose 
through the ranks of his ministry 
to become a Deputy Minister. A 
major proponent of CoPs. 
19 May 21 July 16 s F/30-50 A middle manager in the 
Attorney Gen’s with about 10 
years of experience — a self-
described “non-participant.” 
20 June 3 July 17 s M/50+ Career public servant in the IT 
central agency — experience in 
both line and central agencies. 
Senior manager with experience 
in the “review” of committees. 
This interview gives a very nice 
overview of the growing 
complexity of the IT world in 
gov’t and how various forms of 
“groups” have played as role in 
the IT process. Fits nicely with 
some of the things that #6 and #7 
said. 
21 June 23 August 15 s M/50+ Senior manager (ADM) recently 
departed from the public service. 
A teacher and lawyer in previous 
lives and the apparent 
“convenor” of an informal CoP 







By Tom Wayman11 
One day I hear them stomp up the stairs, 
kick in my door again, and here they are. 
Whether because of the winter shut-down, just a few days off,  
or because the summertime woods are about to burn 
 they sit, ask a few questions about my life 
 and then resume logging: the chainsaws start up, sawdust 
         begins flying, 
 the air of my room fills with smoke, 
 the smell of the wet forest and with the sound 
of rigging signals, diesel engines, and the first huge cedar 
       toppling. 
“Did you hear the one about the little man  
– about so high – who comes into camp and asks for a job as a  
faller?  
‘Here’s a chainsaw,’ they tell him. ‘let’s see what you can do.’  
I don’t use a saw, he says, I use this:  
and he holds up a little-bitty axe.  
‘You can’t do anything with that,’ they tell him  
and he says: Show me a tree you want cut.  
They do, and in three quick blows  
the tree creaks, leans, and crashes down.  
‘My God.’ Somebody says, ‘where did you learn to fall like that?’  
You know the Sahara desert? the little man asks.  
‘Sure.’ they reply, ‘but there aren’t any trees there.’  
There aren’t now, the little man says.” 
And that’s only speaking with me. If two of them  
arrive at the same time, I have to leap under my chair  
after less than a minute once they begin to talk to each other  
as spruce, hemlock and fir  
start dropping to the ground one by one all  
over my room. If I go out  
for even a few minutes – to get some beer  
or something – when I get back  
I can hardly push the door open  
because of the tangle of branches and roots,  
machinery, and the litter of stumps an logs  
filling my room like a jumbled windfall. 
                                                 
11 From “Did I miss anything? Selected Poems, 1973-1993 
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“There’s this chokerman, see, and he saves up enough money  
for a trip to Europe. He’s flying along in the plane  
over Italy, when the pilot comes on the PA  
and says the plane has engine trouble  
and they are going to issue parachutes so everybody can bail  
       out.  
The chokerman begins yelling for his luggage,  
he wants his suitcase, right now.  
The stewardess tries to calm him down  
but he keeps demanding his bag, so finally  
they get it for him. He opens his suitcase  
and pulls out all he has inside:  
a frayed, kinked, twisted, horrible-looking cable.  
‘What use is that?” asks the stewardess.  
‘The plan is going to crash. You need a parachute.’  
Not me, says the chokerman. This damn cable will hang up anywhere.” 
Even they admit it is sometimes too much.  
Everyone talks about the job after work  
but who else but these speak about it night and day?  
Steve tells me” “I’m lying asleep, first night back in Vancouver,  
when the train goes by and blows its whistle: hoot, hoot hoot.  
Now that’s a logging signal  
so I start to dream I’m standing in the wrong place  
and this gigantic log is bearing down on me …” 
And Mark: “We’re sitting in the pub talking  
about the number of logs we’ve yarded that day  
and about the most anyone has ever yarded that we’ve heard  
        of.  
One of the guys who drives a caterpillar tractor  
meanwhile is trying to squeeze past us to get to the can  
but nobody is paying much attention.  
Finally he says in a loud voice”  
“Do you mind moving your cold deck  
so I can get my cat through?” 
On and on: while the waiter re-fills the table,  
the hills get barer and barer  






Public Service Agency Newsletter Article12 
It Takes a Community 
You might have heard some of the buzz around Communities of Practice, which 
are about collaboration but also very much about learning from each other. One particular 
group in the BC Public Service is using this idea to great effect, so we thought we’d tell 
you a bit about them to show you how well this can work.  
The Who, What, When and Why 
The Policy Community of Practice (CoP) is a group of public service employees 
from across government who work with policy on a day-to-day basis. The community’s 
season runs from September to June, with attendees getting together the last Friday of the 
month to share ideas, problems and learn from each other on what works and, sometimes 
more importantly, what doesn’t work. The group has a convenor – a position is held on a 
rotating basis for one season at a time – and that person’s duty is to make sure each 
month brings new and interesting things to learn.  
The Past 
If you go back to the very beginning you’ll find merit commissioner Joy (delete) 
(who used to work in policy before taking on this new role), the first convener and co-
founder with Sue (delete), from the Ministry of (delete), of the Policy CoP. 
“We thought, if you do policy work you need to know the same structure, 
strategies and some of the same tools to use whether or not you’re generating options for 
                                                 
12 This was extracted from an e-newsletter produced by the BC Public Service Agency entitled 
@Work - the BC Public Service Community and sent to me by one of the participants. The 
surnames have been deleted to protect the privacy of the individuals. 
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children, sustaining fisheries or [deciding] where highways should be located,” explains 
Joy. 
The Process  
Between coming up with the idea and the first meeting, the group’s members 
identified common issues to be addressed and decided to return the following month to 
discuss their findings. It worked well so they have carried on in this way, although the 
community has grown and they now have regular guest speakers.  
Anne (delete), manager of legislation for the Ministry of (delete) and (delete), 
finished her term as convener in June 2007. Back in 2004, when she was asked to 
participate in the community, Anne didn’t hesitate. She’s been involved long enough now 
that she knows what great things people get out of involvement with a Community of 
Practice.  
“It benefits everybody in their own way,” explains Anne, “from the senior 
management level to new junior employees.”  
The Policy CoP has also set up a SharePoint for members so they can refer to 
previous agendas, see the calendar and find links to other useful sites.   
The Future 
Reg (delete), air and marine policy manager with the Ministry of (delete), has 
been going to community meetings since 2004. When it was time for Anne to pick a new 
convenor for the upcoming season, she didn’t have to look any farther than Reg in the 
front row. 




Reg (pictured here during a recent session) shares the three qualities he believes 
are needed to be a successful convener: the ability to identify relevant topics to be 
discussed, plenty of contacts all through government and a level of comfort in starting 
discussions. 
The Growth of Government Communities 
When it comes to working together, these policy wonks are on to something. With 
over 30,000 employees in the public service, there are a lot of us doing similar jobs that 
could benefit from more sharing of ideas and information.  
If you’re interested in the Policy Community of Practice contact Reg (delete)at 
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